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25 cents

Hendry Sheriff
reports 157 traf-
fickers removed
from the streets
COURTESY, HENDRY COUNTY SHERIFF

Today, May 4, the Florida Sheriffs Association
(FSA) Task Force released the results of Operation
Spring Cleaning, a strategic initiative in 27 Florida
counties that focused on the investigation and sub-
sequent arrest of those found in possession of, man-
ufacturing, delivering or trafficking controlled
substances. During this operation, here in Hendry
County, we took 157 drug traffickers off the streets,
confiscated over 15 pounds of controlled sub-
stances, and seized 11 firearms during the Task
Force Operation Spring Cleaning.

“The widespread use of controlled substances
has devasted communities across our great state,”
said FSA President and Walton County Sheriff and
FSA President Michael Adkinson. “Enforcing con-
trolled substance policies under Florida Statute
893.03 is a top priority for law enforcement officers
to keep families and local communities safe.”

Florida’s medical examiners reported 704 peo-
ple died of Fentanyl-related overdoses in the first
half of 2016 which led to the passing of enhanced
penalties for drug dealers and traffickers as seen in
Florida House Bill 477 in 2017. Since many deal-
ers sell various types of drugs, Operation Spring
Cleaning focused on capturing sales and trafficking
related to highly abused controlled substances. The
following are the specific totals numbers for
Hendry County:

• 25 persons arrested for trafficking in controlled
substances listed under Florida Statute 893.03/sale
and delivery

• 157 total number of arrests
• 3,808 grams of controlled substances confis-

cated
• 3,011 grams of marijuana
• 11 firearms seized
• 4 arrests for unlawful possession of a firearm

when arrested for trafficking/sale and delivery
• 1 arrests for outstanding warrants when per-

son was arrested for trafficking/sale and delivery

BY SAMANTHA SYOEN
STATE ATTORNEY’S OFFICE

CLEWISTON, FL (Fri-
day, May 4, 2018) —  This
morning Joe McCray, 48,
was sentenced to life in
prison for the shooting death
of Mohammed Ansari, a taxi
cab driver in Hendry
County. McCray received
the life sentence for the
charge of Robbery with a
Firearm Causing Death and
was sentenced to 25 years in
prison to be served concur-
rently on the charge of
Manslaughter with a
Firearm. He was found
guilty at trial in March. 

In September 2015 two
women hired Ansari, the vic-
tim, to drive them from the
Miccosukee Indian Reserva-
tion in Miami to Okee-
chobee. They did not have
money the $600 fare so the
women called McCray and
asked him to pick them up
and drive them back to
Miami. He agreed and the
victim drove them to a
Clewiston parking lot to
meet McCray. 

When the women got into
McCray’s car he got out,
walked up to the taxi, and
robbed the victim at gun-
point. When the victim resis-
ted McCray shot him in the
leg and stole approximately
$16 in cash from him. The
three left in McCray’s car
while the victim was left

bleeding on the ground. 
McCray then went home,

changed his clothes, and
switched cars. He also
stopped at a convenience
store and spent the stolen
cash on beer. He then drove
the women back to the reser-
vation in Miami. The victim
was found after a woman
found him in the parking lot.
He died a short time later
from his injuries. 

As part of his sentence
McCray must also pay vari-
ous court costs, fines, and
fees. He will also have to
pay restitution to the victim’s
family. 

Assistant State Attorneys
John Dommerich Jr. and
Abe Thornburg prosecuted
the case.

McCray was found guilty
March 28, 2018, of
manslaughter with a firearm
and robbery with a firearm
causing death for shooting
and killing the taxi cab
driver.

In September 2015, two
women had hired the victim
to drive them from the Mic-
cosukee Indian Reservation
in Miami to Okeechobee.
The intent of the trip was to
meet up with a friend ac-
cording to one of the
women. The friend was un-
available and the cab fare
was $600. The women did
not have money for the fare
so called the defendant and

asked him to pick them up
and drive them back to
Miami once they got to
Clewiston which is where
the victim was now driving
them to. He agreed and they
met him in a Clewiston
parking lot. 

The two women got into
McCray’s car while he got
out, walked up to the taxi
and robbed the driver at gun-
point. The driver resisted so
McCray shot him in the leg
and stole approximately $16
in cash from him. The trio
then left in McCray’s car and
left the taxi driver bleeding
on the ground. 

McCray then went back
to his home to change his
clothes and switch cars. He
also stopped at a conven-
ience store and spent the $16
he stole on beer. He then
drove the women back to the
reservation in Miami. 

The victim was found
after a woman going to work
out found him in the parking
lot. He died a short time later
from his injuries. 

Assistant State Attorneys
John Dommerich Jr. and
Abe Thornburg prosecuted
the case.

BY SAMANTHA SYOEN
STATE ATTORNEY’S OFFICE

LaBELLE, FL (Friday, May 4) —
Robert David Starkweather, 51, of Collier
County, has been charged with 144 counts
related to cruelty to animals. The State At-
torney’s Office has filed 131 counts of the
charge Cruelty to Animals and 13 counts
of Animals (Improper Disposing/Dead) for
the handling of animals that allegedly died
in his care. The cruelty charges filed by our
office involve alleged crimes that occurred
in Hendry County with the animals being
starved with no access to food. 

There were 77 cows, 48 calves, and 2
donkeys found on property on Fort Denaud
Road in LaBelle by the Hendry County
Sheriff’s Office after an anonymous tip
was called in. There were 13 animals found
dead upon arrival. 

The Hendry County Sheriff’s Office in-
vestigated the case with substantial assis-
tance from the Lee County Sheriff’s Office
and Collier County Sheriff’s Office. The
animals were seized and were taken from
the property and moved to another loca-
tion. One calf died and five had to be euth-
anized due to their poor health conditions
after being looked at by a veterinarian.

Starkweather was arrested on March
23rd. 

Starkweather will be arraigned on May
17th at 9 a.m. Assistant State Attorney
Mitchell Cooper is prosecuting the case.
Attached are the information and some ev-
idence photos that are public record from
the case.

State Attorney’s Office Statement
“The State Attorney’s Office 20th Judi-

cial Circuit is aware of the accusations of
an animal rights organization as a result of
their undercover activities within Lee
County.” 

Unethical animal rights
“Unfortunately,” he added,  “the group

called Animal Recovery Mission utilizes
techniques which appear to violate felony
statutes making the evidence inadmissible
in court and tainting the investigation. We
have repeatedly advised the group of their
inappropriate conduct and have continued
to advise that they appear to be operating
outside of the law. The Lee County Sher-
iff’s Office, who has also been involved,
agrees with our review. Public record is at-
tached. 

“The State Attorney’s Office is outraged
by animal abuse and will continue to pur-
sue prosecuting cases that contain legally
admissible evidence. We will also continue
working closely with the Lee County Sher-
iff’s Office as we work together to punish
those who abuse animals in Lee County.”

SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS

IMMOKALEE, FL (Friday,
May 4, 2018) — One of
Hendry county’s leading boon-
doggles, Altair affiliated with
Blue Spoon, is back in foreclo-
sure proceedings (See page 3).

Henry County’s leading
businesses who, like elephants
grabbing the tail of the elephant
in front of them on its Eco-
nomic Development council,
carelessly distressed a few
years ago the County commis-
sioners who created their coun-
cil.  

Altair spokesman Brian
Jones, with his concept of a
paramilitary training enterprise
in an abandoned jail building
near the Collier county line,
snatched as followers the de-
velopment council, and as
County Administrator Charles
Chapman and County Atty
Mark Chapman sat idly by,
raised hopes that turned out to
be no more than fantasies.

The door was opened to
Jones, who told LaBelle Rotary
that God sent him to us, posi-
tive regard without benefit of
background checking.

But Altair didn’t count on
the county’s constitutional offi-
cers and their lawyers interven-
ing in a timely manner to point
out deficiencies in Altair’s re-
quest for a special countywide
taxing district that would leave
the county owning what Altair
couldn’t support.  After a show-
down at a county commission-
ers meeting after which such
help was withheld from Altair,
Altair was foreclosed upon.

It was a close call, and not
the only one.  Another gem of
an interaction involving the
same leadership behaving fool-
ishly was a separate overture
for credit from a scam outfit
called BioNitrogen.  That’s an-
other, scarier, story.

Thin protection against Al-
tier  was offered by County ad-
ministrator Chapman: He said,
”A little bit of background.  Al-
tair Inc is a tactical training
business.  They recently pur-
chased the former Hendry
County Correctional Institute in
south Hendry county.  They
propose to create 33 new net
jobs by the end of year two, and
a total of 144 new jobs by year
five.  The annual average salary
will be $62,152 which is 178%
of the Hendry county annual
average wage for the year
2012.  In their application, Al-
tair has requested a 50% ex-
emption for a period of 10
years.  They propose real prop-
erty improvements in the
amount of $1,120,000 for re-
furbishing the headquarter
buildings, the housing areas in
the work camp, and $730,000+
in tangible personal property
including vehicle and gun
ranges.  Altair Training Solu-
tions is a unique situation in
that it is a type of abatement
that we are requesting moving
former state lands onto the tax
rolls.

“The fiscal impact that we
have laid out is that the prop-
erty will have a net new posi-
tive impact on the county tax
roll.  The staff has prepared
three options from which to
choose.  The first two are flat
rates for 50%, one for five
years and another for 10 years,
and a third option is a sliding
scale for five years with 50%
being in year one, 40% being in
year two, and so on until it ex-
pires at the end of year five.
Then Altair, at the end of year
five may then seek application
for a tax abatement at that
time."

Commissioner Darrell Har-
ris: "What happens if they don't
meet the job numbers?"

Lapp: "They would have to
renegotiate the exemption with
the county and come back to
you for further action.  The way
that it is set up, the ordinance
calls for renegotiation."

Commissioner Karson
Turner: "What's the process for
that audit?"

Lapp: "Finding out if they've
met the requirement or not?"

Turner: "Is it direct, or indi-
rect."

Lapp: "It's all direct.  They'll
have to submit reports annually.
The ordinance calls for a tax
exemption agreement that sets
forth a lot more detail, and that
will be coming back to you, if
you approve this ordinance,
and that will lay out reporting
obligations by them that will
have to show how they've kept
jobs, and reporting on their
numbers."

Commissioner Don Davis:
"Why if we put in the motion, if
they don't create the 33 jobs, it
automatically goes back to full
taxation.  Can we do that?"

Lapp: "I think you could say
that."

Davis: "I'd certainly want to
do that because Lee county and
everybody else have that deal
where you have to go back and
negotiate, and you never get
nothing. So if we do that, I
would like to put that in the
motion.  It automatically goes
back to full taxation if they
don't create the 300 jobs in the
first two years."

Darrell: "Mark, doesn’t this
normally happen before they
purchase?"

County Administrator: "I
think I can probably handle
that.  Normally, you do see tax
abatements as a recruitment
tool when the company is con-
sidering.  However in this in-
stance, because of the unique
nature of what Altair has been
able to accomplish, they have
already purchased the former
Hendry Correctional Institute,
and they are basically request-
ing us to help incentives the
business so they can grow at a
quicker rate.  At least, that's
what their claim is on their ap-
plication.  That without the tax
abatement, they're still going to
carry on their project.  How-
ever, the tax abatement affords
them the ability to move faster,
to grow faster."

Commissioner Mike
Swindel offered the only skep-
ticism:  "I understand that.  I
don't know if we want to get
into this or not.  I'll take it even
a step further, that if they create
33 jobs because of their loca-
tion and 29 of them are out of
the county because of where
they're located, it's not helping
us much anyway.  Do we want
to go further and say that 29 or
33 people should reside within
a certain area?    It's going to be
tough to require them to do
that.”

“We're going to give them
an abatement, and they may or
may not create 33 jobs."

Harris: "We talk about that
every time somebody comes in.
Are they going to hire Hendry
county?  And once they get
started, we can't control what
they do."

Swindel: "We can control
how much abatement we give
them, though."

In the end, the county gave
Altair very little abatement and
lost almost nothing.  

But it was a close call, de-
spite remarks such as develop-
ment director Gregg Gillman:
"The three and a half million
that it's probably going to be as-
sessed at, now that it's back on
the tax rolls, is not going to be
tax abated.  So that's all free and
clear.  I think that number's
about $32,000 annually to the
county.  The tax abatement is
only on the improvements, the
machinery and equipment, that
they'll make down there, which
equates to about $8,000 a year
savings for the improvements
and the machinery and equip-
ment, if you give the 50%.
Everybody else who was
slightly interested in this old
prison, that probably should be
bulldozed, ran away from it.
But they've taken a big risk in
purchasing that prison.  I've
never seen a company so com-
mitted to do business in Hendry
county."  

Turner: "This is a definition
of a government services con-
tract, which are some of the
richest contracts on the planet.
And they're going to be based
out of southern Hendry
county." 

Right.

Altier, source of county
foolishness, breathing
its last in foreclosure

144 Charges Filed

Livestock starving to death on 
Ft. Denoud road leads to arrest

Sentenced to life in prison
for Hendry county murder


