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By JOHN GUERRA
CORRESPONDENT

SEBRING — One 
murder suspect jumped 
from the second tier of 
the Highlands County Jail, 
another blew his proba-
tion and faces a lengthy 
sentence, and a handful 
of other local murderers 
have been sentenced 
to life in Florida’s penal 
system.

There are other cases, 

however, that after years 
of slow progress, continue 
to move relentlessly 
through the 10th Judicial 
Circuit’s dockets. And 
always there are more 
cases — including two 
high profile death penalty 
cases — that add to the 
workload.

Highlands County 
Assistant State Attorney 
Steve Houchin and his 
fellow prosecutors have 
continued to try cases in 

a criminal justice system 
that relies on virtual hear-
ings and other limitations 
during COVID-19.

Several cases are 
returning to court soon, 
bringing prosecutors, 
defense attorneys, and 
witnesses together in a 
search for justice, in-
cluding two of the most 
visible and hard-hitting 
cases in the community, 
and both are death 
penalty cases.

•Zephen Allen Xaver, 24
Five women were shot 

to death in the Sebring 
SunTrust Bank in the 
middle of the day on Jan. 
23, 2019: Cynthia Watson, 
65, Marisol Lopez, 55, 
Ana Piñon-Williams, 38, 
Jessica Montague, 31, and 
Debra Cook, 54. There’s 
little doubt as to who the 
culprit is: investigators 
say Xaver called 9-1-1 and 

County’s murder cases moving forward
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Highlands County Assistant State Attorney Steve Houchin.

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — It was once a 
temporary home for chil-
dren whose home life had 
taken a turn for the worse.

Now the building on 
Sparta Road that once 
housed the Hansen House 
has been rezoned. County 
commissioners voted last 
week to take the conditional 
use restriction off of it, 
making it easier to sell.

The site, a little less than 
a mile south of U.S. 27, will 
still be R-3/high-density 
residential zoning. It just 
will no longer have the 
conditional use it had 

before when 
the Children’s 
Home Society 
used the site to 
house children 
who had been 
removed from 
an abusive or 

unstable home 
until they could 

be reunited with their par-
ents, put in long-term foster 
care or even adopted.

Commissioner Kevin 
Roberts, who formerly 
worked for the county in 
Human Services and who 
is both founder and board 
chair for the Champion for 
Children Foundation, said 
he found it a sad closing 

on a chapter in the county 
history where many people 
and groups came together 
to raise funds for a “go-to” 
facility to care for abused or 
neglected children.

The building was large 
enough to house siblings at 
the same facility, he said.

Roberts later told the 
Highlands News-Sun that 
the facility, in later years, 
transitioned from housing 
children to housing trou-
bled teenagers, which may 
have hastened some of the 
maintenance issues as well 
as operational difficulties, 
including teenagers trying 
to escape.

Sarah Beth Rogers, 

manager of the Children’s 
Advocacy Center, said that 
her office had records on 
120 children in foster care 
as of the start of March, 
but only 17 licensed foster 
homes in the county.

With some homes housing 
siblings, Rogers said approx-
imately 97 kids are being 
housed out of county in 
either Polk or Hardee coun-
ty, as long as those counties 
have space for them.

If not, a few might have to 
go outside the Tenth Judicial 
District, she said.

“It’s sad to see it closed 
when it’s needed so much,” 
Roberts said.

Children’s Home Society’s former 
Hansen House building rezoned
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By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Spartan, the 
premier obstacle course 
race tour in the nation, has 
recently acquired Tough 
Mudder, a mud-based 
obstacle course race.

The two will hold a joint 
event for the first time this 
year, in Highlands County. 
The Board of County 
Commission approved 
a Tourist Development 
Council grant application 
for up to $90,000 each year 
— starting this one — for 
the next three years.

Joel Lamp with Airstream 
Ventures, the company 
working with the TDC 
(VisitSebring) to bring in 
sporting events, said in 
the grant application that 

each event alone could 
bring in 5,000 competitors 
for a weekend. Combined, 
he said, the event could 
generate as many as 15,000 
entries and create another 
high-demand weekend for 
lodging and hospitality in 
the county.

The possible economic 
impact, just from overnight 
travelers, is estimated at 
$3.45 million, said Casey 
Hartt, lead marketer for 
VisitSebring.

Highlands County 
hoteliers and restaurateurs 
will have time to get ready. 
Proposed dates for the 
event are Dec. 17-18 for 
2021, with dates still to 
be determined for 2022 
and 2023. Hartt said the 

County nabs Spartan Race, Tough Mudder events
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The fire jump is typically the last obstacle in a Spartan race.

SPARTAN

Competing in an older Spartan event.
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STAFF REPORT

Highlands County saw just two 
new cases of COVID-19, according 
to Sunday’s numbers released by 
the Florida Department of Health. 
Both cases were seen in children, 
with one being 2 and the other 
being 10 years old.

The two new cases bring the 
county’s total to 8,726, with 8,629 
being resident cases and the 
remaining 97 non-resident cases.

There were 89 resident tests 
processed, with the two positive 
tests, which yielded a positivity rate 
of 2.25% for the day.

The state is showing an increase 
of two deaths for the county, which 
would bring the total to 363. FDOH 
did subtract two deaths from 
Highlands County on Saturday’s 
update.

The state shows there were 364 
vaccines given in the county on 
Saturday, although it typically takes 
several days for all of the numbers 
to come in from various locations.

So far, there have been 45,467 
people in the county vaccinated, ac-
cording to FDOH. There have been 
11,771 people to have received the 
first dose and 33,696 to have gotten 
both shots in the series.

In the state, there was an increase 
of 2,069 cases, bringing the total to 
2,310,335 cases. There have been 
2,267,144 cases involving residents 
and 43,191 non-resident cases.

The state processed 52,496 resi-
dent tests and had 50,442 negative 
tests, which resulted in a positivity 
rate of 3.91%, making it two straight 
weeks with a positivity rate under 
5%.

There were an additional 53 
deaths reported, which raises the 
overall total to 37,207, of which 
36,474 have been resident deaths 
and 733 have been non-resident 
deaths.

Vaccinations in the state were the 
lowest they have been in the last 
two weeks, with FDOH reporting 
27,083 doses given on Saturday, 
although that number will likely 
increase some over the next few 
days.

There have now been 
10,005,987 million people in Florida 
to have been vaccinated, with 
7,965,477 having received both 
doses and 2,040,510 people having 
received the first dose.

The U.S. is approaching the 50% 
vaccination mark, according to 
the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, as 163,309,414 
people have received at least one, 
which is 49.2% of the population. 
The percentage of the country that 
is considered fully vaccinated is 
39.2%.

Among those 12 and over, the per-
centage climbs to 58.2%, while 
61.3% of all adults have received at 
least one dose of the vaccine.

Seniors have been getting vac-
cinated at a higher rate than any 
other group, with 85.4% of those 
65 and over having received at 
least one dose and 73.9% of seniors 
having been fully vaccinated.

According to the John Hopkins 
University Center for Systems 
Science and Engineering, the U.S. 
has now had a total of 33.1 million 
cases and had 589,855 deaths.

Globally, there have been 
166.8 million cases and 3.45 million 
deaths.

County sees just 
2 COVID cases


