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Florida’s top campaign donors
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John Walton died last year, crashing his experimental aircraft near his home in Montana. But
that hasn’t kept him from being one of the major political donors in Florida’s elections this year.

The estate of Walton, one of the heirs of Wal-Mart founder Sam Walton, has funneled more
than $2-million this year into a group that favors private school vouchers and that is playing a
role in 15 Florida legislative races, including two hard-fought campaigns for state Senate seats
in the Tampa Bay area.

The largesse of Walton’s estate ranks near the top of 14 entities that have contributed at least
$1-million over the past two years in local and state elections, mostly in anticipation of
Tuesday’s election, according to a St. Petersburg Times analysis of state campaign finance
reports through Oct. 21.

The Times’ analysis provides a window into the bankrolling of candidates and issues this
election cycle. It also offers an carly guide to the issues that likely will be raised in Tallahassee
over the next two years, even if candidates aren’t talking about them now.

Consider, for example, the Florida Police Benevolent Association, a 34,000-member union
and political behemoth that has reported more than $2-million in political activity this election
cycle, from heavy backing of Republican gubernatorial nominee Charlie Crist to paying a role
in local sheriff’s races.

The exact totals for professional groups like unions are difficult to compute because they collect
money and transfer it to affiliated groups, so the same dollars can be counted more than once.

But there’s no doubt the police association is a major player in Tallahassee and local sheriff’s
races. At a time when Florida’s overall crime rate is dropping, politicians aren’t talking about
police pension benefits or whether to add private prisons to the state’s prison system. But the
police association will talk to them once they’re in office.

“The Lord helps those who help themselves,” David Murrell, executive director of the
Florida police association, said this week about his group’s political contributions. “We’ve tried
to make things happen instead of sitting back.”
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Police Chief named head of juvenile
justice agency

January 5, 2007

TALLAHASSEE —Tallahassee Police Chief Walt McNeil was named Thursday by Gov.
Charlie Crist to lead the state Department of Juvenile Justice, an agency that’s been
under fire over the death of a teen following a confrontation with guards at a sheriff’s
boot camp.

The Republican governor announced McNeil will take over from Anthony Schemobri,
who had headed the agency since 2004.

McNeil is a Democrat, the second to be tapped by Crist to head a state agency. New
Department of Children & Families Secretary Bob Butterworth is also a Democrat.

When asked whether there was any significance to that, Crist said it was news to him.

‘I didn’t ask,” Crist said. “It really didn’t matter. He’s a Floridian.”

“Excellent, excellent, excellent,” was the reaction of Sen. Tony Hill, D-Jacksonville, the
chairman of the Legislative Black Caucus, which has been a vocal critic of the agency.

Hill said McNeil, who is black, will have credibility and that the pick showed Crist has
sensitivity to the black community’s concerns about the agency, which Hill said deals
with a disproportionately large number of black children.

But Hill said ultimately McNeil’s qualifications in law enforcement and abilities as a
leader make him a good choice.

“I have nothing but the utmost respect for his leadership,” Hill said.

McNeil, 51, rose through the ranks after beginning as a Tallahassee police officer in
1979. He has also served as vice president of the International Association of Police Chiefs.

He has had a great relationship with his officers and did an excellent job as chief, said
Matt Puckett, the deputy executive director of the Florida Police Benevolent Association.

“It's a fantastic appointment. He’s more than qualified,” Puckett said. _J
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