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State closing in on new budget
Proposed cuts to safety 
net hospitals, including 
UF Health Shands, no 
longer in plans

By Zac Anderson
GateHouse Media Services

TALLAHASSEE - The 
Florida Legislature is closing 
in on a new state budget that 
boosts spending on educa­
tion, conservation and school 
safety program and avoids

big cuts that Senate leaders 
wanted to impose on some 
hospitals.

Lawmakers said late 
Wednesday that the 2018-19 
budget essentially is finished. 
It wasn’t available for public 
inspection yet, but most of the 
details in the roughly $87 bil­
lion spending plan have been 
finalized and lawmakers are 
expected to vote on the leg­
islation Sunday or Monday.

Sen. Rob Bradley, a Fleming

Island Republican who chairs 
the Senate Appropriations 
Committee, said the state 
will increase per-pupil K-12 
education spending by $101, 
allocate $100 million toward 
the Florida Forever land con - 
servation program and spend 
an additional $400 million 
on various school safety 
programs in response to the 
shooting last month at Mar­
jory Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Parkland.

An additional $53 million 
is also expected to be in the 
budget to fight opioid abuse, 
as well as money to replenish 
a job growth fund that is a pri­
ority of Gov. Rick Scott's.

“You look at the budget as 
a whole and everybody got 
what they needed,” Bradley 
said.

The budget deal came 
together after lawmakers 
ended a standoff over how to 
distribute Medicaid money

to hospitals and fund nursing 
homes.

The health care funding 
dispute is forcing the Legis­
lature to go beyond Friday’s 
scheduled end of the 60-day 
legislative session.

Senate leaders had pushed 
to overhaul how hospital 
Medicaid funding is distrib­
uted. Their proposal would 
have led to significant budget
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Report: VA 
leadership 
put patients 
at risk
By Hope Yen
The Associated Press

WASHINGTON - “Failed 
leadership” at the Department 
of Veterans Affairs during the 
Obama years put patients at a 
major hospital at risk, an inter - 
nal probe finds — another blow 
to Secretary David Shulkin, 
who served at the VA then and 
is fighting to keep his job.

The 150 - page report released 
Wednesday by the VA internal 
watchdog offers new details 
to its preliminary finding last 
April of patient safety issues at 
the Washington, D.C., medical 
center.

Shulkin acknowledged to 
reporters that the problems 
were “systemic,” but said he 
was not aware of the issues at 
the Washington hospital. He 
pledged wide-scale change 
across the VA.

See VETERANS, A9

Shooting suspect indicted on 17 counts of murder

Positive directions

By Curt Anderson, Brendan 
Farrington and Josh Replogle
The Associated Press

FORT LAUDERDALE- 
Florida school shooting 
suspect Nikolas Cruz was 
formally charged Wednesday 
with 17 counts of first-degree 
murder, which could mean 
a death sentence if he is 
convicted.

The indictment returned by 
a grand jury in Fort Lauderdale 
also charges the 19-year-old 
with 17 counts of attempted 
murder for the Valentine ’ s Day 
massacre at Marjory Stone­
man Douglas High School in 
Parkland in which 17 people 
died and more than a dozen 
others were wounded.

Cruz’s public defender has 
said he will plead guilty if

prosecutors take the death 
penalty off the table, which 
would mean a life prison 
sentence. Prosecutors have 
45 days to decide whether 
they want to seek the death 
penalty.

James and Kimberly Snead, 
the couple who gave Cruz a 
home after his mother died

See INDICTED, A9

Nikolas Cruz appears in court 
for a status hearing Feb.
19 in Fort Lauderdale [mike 
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YouthBuild provides 
diplomas, life skills for 
young adults

By Katie Pohlman
Staff writer

Vanessa Mingo has always 
had a soft spot for animals. As 
a child, she would often bring 
injured ones home to help 
them, much to her mother's 
dismay.

The 23 - ye ar - old mother of 
two has dreamed of becom­
ing a veterinarian for as long 
as she can remember. Per­
sonal setbacks and pregnancy 
obstructed the path to her 
dream career before, but this 
time she's determined to earn 
her high school diploma and 
attend college.

Mingo is one of 12 stu­
dents in the Marion County 
Phoenix Rising YouthBuild 
program this spring. She said 
she signed up because she was 
looking for more in life.

Phoenix Rising Youth­
Build, run by CareerSource 
Citrus Levy Marion, provides 
young adults ages 18 to 24 
the opportunity to earn their 
high school diploma, receive 
workforce skill certificates, 
and develop leadership and 
communication skills. Stu­
dents split their time between 
classroom work sessions and 
building a house for Habi­
tat for Humanity of Marion 
County. Since the first proj­
ect in 2011,148 students have 
participated in the program 
and built 15 homes.

See YOUTH, A9

Kurt Bunnell II, left, and Lateria Cohen work on an application during a classroom session at the 
Hampton Campus of the College of Central Florida in Ocala on March 5 as part of their Phoenix Rising 
YouthBuild program. Along with school and volunteer work, the students also will help build a home for 
a family through Habitat for Humanity of Marion County, [alan youngblood/staff photographer]
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cuts at a number of safety net 
hospitals. UF Health Shands 
Hospital in Gainesville was 
slated to lose $26 million, 
while UF Health Jacksonville 
would have lost $17.6 mil-
lion, according to calculations 
made by the Safety Net Hos-
pital Alliance of Florida.

The Senate wanted to cut 
$318 million in extra payments 
to 28 hospitals that treat large 
numbers of Medicaid patients 
and redirect that money to 
the base rate that is paid to all 
Florida hospitals when they 

treat a Medicaid patient.
But Senate budget negotia-

tors agreed Wednesday not 
to alter the hospital Medicaid 
payments. In exchange, the 
House agreed to boost state 
funding for nursing homes by 
$40 million, which will draw 
another $60 million in federal 
funding, Bradley said.

“I think down the road 
we’re going to have a model 
that follows the patient but 
for now it was more important 
to the Senate that we deliver 
on our promise that the presi-
dent made early on to help our 
vulnerable elderly that are in 
our nursing homes,” Bradley 
said.

Lawmakers had to adjust 
their spending priorities this 

year after the school shooting 
in Broward County that left 17 
people dead. They redirected 
$69 million for mental health 
programs in schools, $98 
million to increase school 
security measures and $400 
million overall for school 
safety.

The spending package that 
was crafted to respond to the 
shooting is limiting how much 
money is being dedicated to 
other programs. Sen. Darryl 
Rouson, D-St. Petersburg, 
offered an amendment to the 
opioid abuse prevention legis-
lation Wednesday that would 
have boosted funding for such 
efforts by another $25 million.

The bill’s sponsor, Sen. 
Lizbeth Benacquisto, said 

she supports increasing opioid 
abuse prevention funding 
but the money simply isn’t 
available.

“I didn’t give up easily,” 
Benacquisto said, and Rouson 
agreed to withdraw his 
amendment.

But even with money tight, 
some state programs received 
a substantial increase this 
year.

Environmentalists were 
dejected last year when the state 
budget included no money for 
Florida Forever, a land-buying 
program that spent $275 million 
annually on average between 
1990 and 2008.

The $100 million set aside 
this year for Florida Forever 
is the most since before the 

Great Recession.
L a w m a k e r s  a l s o  a r e 

increasing funding for higher
education, including the
Bright Futures college schol-
arship program, and have
included money to give law
enforcement officers, public
defenders and prosecutors
pay raises.

The Legislature’s budget
doesn’t line up with some
of Scott’s requests. The
governor had asked for signif-
icantly more K-12 education
spending.

“We’re comfortable that
we’re at a place in the K-12
space where we’re going
to have record funding and
everybody’s going to be sat-
isfied,” Bradley said.
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Ninety-two percent of stu-
dents in the program's history 
earned their diploma and 80 
percent were either employed 
or enrolled in post-second-
ary education programs by 
the time they finished the 
program.

T h e  c u r r e n t  b a t c h  o f 
students has been in the class-
room since late January and 
will begin construction on the 
house Monday. A graduation 
ceremony will be held in early 
June.

The team atmosphere of 
the program helps students 
achieve success.

"Everyone is trying to help 
everybody out," Mingo said. 
"They're not trying to leave 
anyone else behind."

CareerSource Career Coach 
Heaven Colon, one of the pro-
gram's two main classroom 
teachers, said she has pushed 
a team mentality since day 
one. If one person fails, all fail, 
she tells the students.

YouthBuild is funding 
through U.S. Department 
of Labor YouthBuild grants. 
CareerSource Citrus Levy 
Marion received its second 
g r a n t ,  t o t a l i n g  a b o u t 
$800,000, last summer. The 
grant is designed to fund 48 
participants and construction 
of four homes through 2019. 
Students earn a weekly sti-
pend of $240, but the money 
isn't the motivation behind 
their interest in the program, 
said Kurt Bunnell, 22, of Citra.

"We're not doing it for the 
money," said the father of one. 
"We want the certifications, 
diploma and achievements. 
The money helps us do this. 
It makes it actually possible."

Bunnell dropped out of high 
school so he could get a job to 
pay off his court costs after he 
got arrested as a teenager. He 
heard about YouthBuild while 
at the Marion County Jail and 
said knew he wanted to do it.

"It gave me something to 
help move in the positive 
direction when I got out," he 
said.

Bunnell already has some 
experience in the construction 
industry, so he helps teach 
the others and provides real-
life examples for the class. 
He wants to continue in the 
construction industry after 
graduation and said the cer-
tificates will make him a more 
valuable employee to poten-
tial employers.

Students — who didn't 
know each other at the begin-
ning of the program — now 
provide rides for each other 
and answer each other's ques-
tions. "The journey has been 
amazing," Colon said.

While Mingo and Bunnell 
are still completing work for 
their diploma, other students 
have already finished. Those 
students move onto book 
work that teaches them about 
life skills, how to budget, sub-
stance abuse and more.

"It lets you know everything 
you'll go through in life," said 
Lateria Cohen, 19, of Ocala. 
"It helps you get your lifestyle 
choices all planned."

After learning about credit 
cards and debt, Cohen said 
she is happy she did not follow 
through with her impulse to 
open a credit card as soon as 
she turned 18 and max it out.

"I could mess up easily if I 
didn't join this program," she 
said.

Cohen, who wants to be a 
prison warden, said the main 
reason she joined the program 
was for the diploma. The cer-
tificates are amazing to have, 
she said, but they won't help 
her as much as a diploma will.

Gavon Eaves, 19, of Ocala, 
agrees.

"Once you have knowledge 
and education, it opens up a 
lot of opportunities," he said.

Like for many partici-
pants, YouthBuild provides 
another chance for Eaves to 
earn his diploma. He said he 
tried other GED and diploma 
programs, but they did not 
work out.

Eaves does not know what 
he will do after graduation, 
but he has already agreed to 
help his uncle build a house 
with the skills he has gained.

Brandon Shippee, 18, of 
Dunnellon, wants to do 
something with cars after he 
graduates. His dream is to be 
a racecar driver, but he said 
he will also settle for a job as 
a mechanic.

He said YouthBuild is a 
"thousand" times better than 
other GED programs because 
you not only get your diploma, 
you learn useful skills.

"You're not just learning 
school work," Shippee said. 
"You're learning useful stuff 
like how to work."

Phoenix Rising was spear-
headed in 2010 by then 
Ocala Police Chief Sam Wil-
liams and the Ocala Police 
Department. In addition to 
CareerSource Citrus Levy 
Marion and its youth services 
provider, Eckerd Connects 
Workforce Development, the 
current partners include Hab-
itat for Humanity of Marion 
County, the city of Ocala, 
Marion County Sheriff’s 
Office, Marion County Board 
of County Commissioners, 
Neighborhood Housing and 
Development Corporation, 
Florida State Housing Initia-
tive Partnership (SHIP), Equal 
Housing Opportunity, Silver 
River Mentoring & Instruc-
tion and the College of Central 
Florida.

Phoenix Rising YouthBuild 
has become a national model 
of public/private partnership 
and has earned recognition 
from the Florida League of 
Cities, National League of 
Cities and Harvard's School 
of Business. The program 
last spring received Habitat 
for Humanity International's 
highest honor, the Clarence 
E. Jordan Award for creativ-
ity and innovation in building 
homes and communities.

To learn more, call 291-
9550, ext. 2293.

Contact Katie Pohlman 
at 867-4065, katie.pohl-
man@starbanner.com 
or @katie_pohlman.
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late last year, testified before 
the grand jury. James Snead 
and the couple’s attorney, 
Jim Lewis, wore silver “17” 
pins to honor the victims of 
the shooting.

The couple is “trying to 
do the right thing” and is 
mourning along with the rest 
of the Parkland community, 
Lewis said.

“We’ll let justice take its 
course at this point,” Lewis 
said. “They still don’t know 
what happened, why this 
happened. They don’t have 
any answers. They feel very 
badly for everybody.”

Cruz told investigators 
he took an AR-15 rifle to his 
former school on Feb. 14 
and started shooting into 
classrooms.

Jail records released by 
the Broward Sheriff’s Office 
show Cruz was being held 
in solitary confinement. 
Officers described Cruz as 
avoiding eye contact with 
deputies but also being coop-
erative and engaged with his 
visitors.

The report said Cruz “often 
sits with a blank stare,” 
asked for a Bible to read and 
appeared to be “smiling and 
giggling” during one visit 
with his attorneys. Inves-
tigators and psychiatrists 
also have visited Cruz in his 
single-person cell in the jail’s 
infirmary, where officers 
note his activities every 15 
minutes.

His brother visited him 
twice, along with Rocxanne 
Deschamps, who took in 
both teens after their mother 
died in November. Cruz lived 
with Deschamps only briefly 
before moving in with the 
Sneads.

In Tallahassee, the Florida
House was expected to vote
on gun legislation stemming
from the school shooting.

The legislation would put
some restrictions on rifle
sales, provide new mental
health programs for schools
and improve communica-
tion between school districts,
law enforcement and state
agencies. 

On Tuesday, Democrats
failed to strip the bill of lan-
guage that would create a
program to arm some teach-
ers and school employees
who complete law enforce-
ment training.

Two parents who lost chil-
dren in the Stoneman Douglas
shooting told reporters that
all the victims’ families want
the legislation to succeed.

Andrew Pollack, who lost
his 18-year-old daughter
Meadow, and Ryan Petty,
who lost his 14-year-old
daughter Alaina, said there
was enough good in the bill
that it should pass.

Meanwhile, the Parkland
school hosted two dignitar-
ies Wednesday: Miami Heat
guard Dwyane Wade and
U.S. Education Secretary
Betsy DeVos.

DeVos told reporters that
arming some teachers should
be considered an option but
not a requirement. As a
model, she cited a program in
Florida’s Polk County where
teachers or other employees
at two private universities
have trained with the sher-
iff’s office so they can carry
concealed weapons on
campus.

DeVos said she spoke with
students who lit up when
talking about the therapy
dogs brought to campus.
Carly Novell, editor of the
school’s newspaper, said
DeVos had little interaction
with students and teachers
during her hourlong visit.
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Painting a grim picture 
of communications break-
downs, chaos and spending 
waste at the government’s 
second largest department, 
the report found that at least 
three VA program offices 
directly under Shulkin’s 
watch knew of “serious, 
persistent deficiencies” 
when he was VA undersec-
retary of health from 2015 to 
2016. But it stopped short of 
saying whether he was told 
about them.

Shulkin, who was ele-
vated to VA secretary last 
year by President Donald 
Trump, told government 
investigators that he did 
“not recall” ever being noti-
fied of problems.

Among the changes he 
promised — unannounced 
audits of its more than 
1,700 medical facilities 
from health experts in the 
private sector, immediate 
hiring to fill vacancies at 
local hospitals and plans 
in the coming months to 
streamline bureaucracy and 
improve communication.

Shulkin pointed specifi-
cally to VA medical centers 
in the New England, Ari-
zona and Washington 
D.C. regions that needed 
improvements to address 
patient safety. “Not to act 
when you identify systemic 
failures I think would be 
negligent,” he said.

Shulkin has been strug-
gling to keep a grip on his
job since a blistering report
by the inspector general
last month concluded that
he had violated ethics rules
by improperly accepting
Wimbledon tennis tickets
and that his then chief of
staff had doctored emails to
justify his wife traveling to
Europe with him at taxpayer
expense.

He also faces a rebellion
among some VA staff and
has issued a sharp warning
to them: Get back in line
or get out. “I suspect that
people are right now making
decisions on whether they
want to be a part of this
team or not,” he said last
month.

O n  W e d n e s d a y ,  t h e
White House affirmed
its continued support for
Shulkin despite the con-
troversies swirling around
him, saying he has done a
“great job” implement-
ing changes at VA. “We’re
proud of the work that
we’ve done and we’re going
to continue to do every-
thing we can to ... help
veterans in this country,”
said spokeswoman Sarah
Huckabee Sanders.

The latest IG inves-
t i g a t i o n  f o u n d  p o o r
accounting procedures
leading to taxpayer waste,
citing at least $92 million
in overpriced medical sup-
plies, along with a threat of
data breaches as reams of
patients’ sensitive health
information sat in 1,300
unsecured boxes.
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Kurt Bunnell II listens to a lesson during a classroom session. [STAFF PHOTOS BY ALAN YOUNGBLOOD] 

Gavon Eaves, a participant in the current Phoenix Rising YouthBuild 
program, works during a classroom session.  [ALAN YOUNGBLOOD/STAFF 

PHOTOGRAPHER] 

If you go

What: Phoenix Rising YouthBuild wall-raising for a Habitat for 
Humanity of Marion County home
When: 9 a.m. March 16, 8075 Juniper Road, Silver Springs Shores.
Who: Anyone interested in the program, whether as a future stu-
dent, program partner or well-wisher, is invited to attend.
Contact: 291-9550, ext. 2293.
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