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Criminal Allegations Unfounded 

AVON PARK - 
 
The Highlands County Sheriff’s Office received two complaints as a result of the private 
investigation into civil matters in the City of Avon Park.  The first complaint was an allegation 
of possible fraud or forgery with two written pieces of correspondence from an employee to the 
city manager. The second was an allegation that the Public Safety Director possibly committed 
perjury by changing his testimony in a sworn statement when later making a statement to a 
polygraph examiner. 
 
As to the first allegation of the possible fraud or forgery; Detective Martinez reviewed all 
available investigative materials from the private firm hired by the city to include the 
correspondence in question and the taped statements of the city employee regarding these 
documents. Once the detective had all of the information and reviewed same, conducted 
additional interviews with Bonnie Barwick and Julian DeLeon and collected signature samples 
to be examined by the Sheriff’s Office Certified Hand Writing Examiner, Crimes Scene 
Detective Tom Ouverson, the allegation was unfounded.  Ms. Barwick clearly stated that she 
wrote both documents and Detective Ouverson confirmed, that all of the documents that he 
examined, it was highly probable that the signatures were made by the same person. 
 
Additionally, the allegation of perjury is unfounded.  Again, all of the sworn statements and 
documents were gathered by Detective Martinez and reviewed prior to talking with Director 
Lister and Julian DeLeon.  Based on the question asked by the private investigator and 
answered by Lister, a matter of interpretation is at issue.  Investigator asked “OK, have you 
heard any other staff members, employees, within the city within the last three years use the 
“N” word”? Director Lister answers, “Nothing other than the describing of what Maria has 
stated about not releasing the video, but not in a derogatory reference to an ethnic class in other 
words telling the story, she stated that she’s not going to release this public record because the 
Mayor’s on there referring to blacks as niggers”.  There were no follow-up questions by the 
investigator to clarify the answer given by Lister and then when told by the polygraph 
examiner that he was going to ask Lister questions about statements Maria made to him, he 
(Lister) said that he did not hear Maria tell him anything about the Mayor directly. Therefore, 
based on the question asked, the answer given, and the explanation by the polygraph examiner 
and the response from Lister, there appears to be a matter of interpretation rather than the 
elements of the crime of perjury. 
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To help understand the status of this investigation, Sheriff Benton provides the definition from 
the Uniform Crime Reporting Program of “Unfounded Cases” as a reported offense which is 
determined through investigation by the agency to be false or baseless should be unfounded at 
the agency level and not reported to the UCR Program. 
 
Sheriff Benton commends her detectives for investigating this matter and states, “I hope that 
this will come to a close for the good citizens of Avon Park; they should expect nothing more 
than calm professionalism from their city government representatives.”  
 
 

 
 
 
    


