
From left, Judge Raymond Gross poses with Charity, 7; Stacey;
Sierra, 2 1/2; and Charles Parker of Redington Shores. The Parkers
adopted Charity two years ago and adopted Sierra on National
Adoption Day.

Kids find their forever homes on Adoption Day

Homestead 
exemptions for
seniors delayed
City will wait at least a year
By LESTER R. DAILEY

CLEARWATER – Amendment
11, approved in the statewide
election on Nov. 6, could affect
Clearwater’s senior homeowners
in two ways. It would allow
Clearwater officials to either
keep the city’s current $25,000
homestead exemption for low-in-
come seniors or change it to any
number between $0 and
$50,000. It also would allow city
officials to waive all municipal
property tax on the first
$250,000 of the value of a home
owned by someone at least 65
years of age who has lived in it
for at least 25 years. But neither
change is mandatory.

“You may elect one or both of
the senior exemptions, but each
option must be adopted by ordi-
nance,” Pinellas County Property
Appraiser Pam Dubov wrote in a
Nov. 15 memo to officials of the

county’s 24 municipalities. 
There is no requirement that

either measure be adopted and
no deadline for adopting them
unless a city wants to meet the
Jan. 11, 2013 deadline for the
additional exemptions to become
effective next year. To meet that
deadline, the Clearwater City
Council would have to approve
the changes at both its Dec. 6
and Dec. 20, 2012 meetings. 

“I tend to feel that we’re rush-
ing this,” Councilmember Bill
Jonson said at the Dec. 3 city
council work session. “I’d like to
understand this more.”

“If you don’t want to make a
change, you could revisit this
every year,” Clearwater’s budget
director, Tina Wilson, replied.
“You don’t have to do anything
today.”

See EXEMPTIONS, page 2A
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POLICE BEAT

Man sentenced for
sexual battery

CLEARWATER – According to a Clear-
water Police Facebook report, a man ar-
rested in April recently pleaded guilty to
five counts of kidnapping and sexual
battery and was sentenced to 25 years in
jail. He was also designated a sexual
predator, the report said.

Larry Wayne Coburn Jr., 34, of Clear-
water allegedly abducted a 45-year-old
female victim at gunpoint on S. Myrtle
Avenue at 3:38 a.m. on April 25, 2012,
according to a police report. He then
drove her to Largo where he sexually bat-
tered her and eventually let her go. The
victim called police, and the vehicle was
spotted in Largo. The suspect fled on
foot.

...Page 5A.

HANUKKAH

Menorah lighting
set for Dec. 9

CLEARWATER – A menorah lighting
ceremony is set for Sunday, Dec. 9, 1 to
4 p.m. on the steps of City Hall, 112 S.
Osceola Avenue.

Mayor George Cretekos and other dig-
nitaries will be present, and people can
enjoy traditional hot potato latkes, Israeli
jelly donuts and other drinks and re-
freshments. A complimentary menorah
package will be given to all participants,
and there will be a children’s program
with arts, crafts and gifts. The mayor will
help light the 18-foot menorah.

COUNTY

Watersheds are
responsibility of all

CLEARWATER – Little things count
big when everyone works together to im-
prove water quality in Pinellas County,
so say the nine panelists who participat-
ed in a Nov. 28 e-TownHall: Watershed,
where we live, work and play.

...Page 7A.

New vehicle makes tracks in service Fire district gets vehicle for sand. ... Page 8A.

About 500 bikers will parade through town on
Dec. 16. See Diversions. ... Page 1B.

Dunedin motorcycle
toy run helps foster
kids for 32 years
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By ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

CLEARWATER – Smiles and tears filled the Criminal Justice
Complex in Clearwater on Nov. 30, when 17 families finalized
adoptions on Adoption Day. It is the one day each year when the
courtroom is opened to the public and the press to let people see
some of the many happy endings that Eckerd Community Alter-
natives help make possible through its foster and adoption pro-
grams.

A single dad
Dr. John Tutay, 46, of Seminole is the dentist at the jail. Al-

though he has 12 godchildren, and loves kids, he is a single man
who does not have any of his own. He learned through a cowork-
er, three years ago, that a mom could not take care of her little
girl, and the girl’s family already had full homes with other rela-
tives. And her mom was pregnant with another child. 

Even though Tutay knew the baby would be born addicted to
drugs, he said for the mom to have the baby boy, and he will raise
both children as his own. 

“Florida courts reunified (the siblings) after he got out of three
months in the NICU…” Tutay said. “And $4 million later, you’re
looking at a gift.”

Hailey, now 7, did much of the work raising her little brother,
Michael, who is now 26 months, for his first year of life. A protec-
tive big sister, she wanted to make sure their new dad got it right.

See ADOPTION, page 4A

Photos by JIM LAYFIELD
Clearwater Central Catholic’s Ethan Thompson (11) and Kyle Brittain share in a sack of Fort
Lauderdale University High School quarterback Mike White in a Class 3A state semifinal football
game Nov. 30 at CCC. Fort Lauderdale was held to a failed field goal attempt on its first possession
but scored touchdowns on its next six possessions. Offensively, the Marauders had no answer for
Fort Lauderdale’s swarming defense and was unable to score all night. Final score: 42-0, Fort
Lauderdale.

Marauders eliminated

Jessica Biel and Gerard Butler star in
“Playing for Keeps,” directed by Gabriele
Muccino. ... Page 3B.
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Bill Cotterell
Columnist discusses a

new biography about
the late Lawton
Chiles.
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Photos by ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL
Dr. John Tutay shares some frosting with his new adoptive son, Michael, as new adoptive daughter,
Hailey, looks on. Their cake congratulates the new family on their adoption on Adoption Day at the
Criminal Justice Complex in Clearwater on Nov. 30.

From left, Anthony Siegrist, 14; Terry Siegrist; Peyton Siegrist, 11; and Jessica Maldonado of
Clearwater. Jessica adopted Anthony on Adoption Day at the Criminal Justice Complex in
Clearwater on Nov. 30, and Anthony is taking Jessica’s partner’s last name. Peyton is Terry’s
biological son.
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The facts
• There are more than 3,400 each day in Pinellas and Pasco Counties in foster care.
• Eckerd and its partners have consistently achieved high numbers of adoptions, exceeding state targets
each year. Last year, about 300 children were adopted into permanent homes through them, and they
anticipate similar numbers this year.
• In the United States, there are currently 100,000 foster children who are available for adoption, with
750 in Florida and 120 in Pinellas and Pasco counties.
• To learn more about adoption or foster children available for adoption, call the Eckerd Adoption
Recruitment Line at 866-223-0790, visit www.eckerdcbc.org, or www.heartgallerykids.org.

Who can adopt?
• You have to be at least 21 years old and willing to commit to a child in foster care and to the process of
adoption. You don’t have to be perfect.
• There is no minimum income requirement for adopting, but you must have stable income sufficient to
support yourself and your family. You can own a home or rent. There are little or no costs involved when
adopting a child from foster care.
• You can be single or married, divorced or widowed.
• You can either be raising children of your own, never been a parent before or an empty nester who
wants to be a parent again. You just need the strength, ability and desire to commit to being forever
parents.

Photos by ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL
Above: A teary-eyed Dr. John Tutay, 46, of Seminole kisses his new son, Michael, 26 months at the Adoption
Day ceremony at the Criminal Justice Complex in Clearwater on Nov. 30. That day he adopted biological
siblings, Hailey, 7, and Michael. His sister, Ann Marie Tutay, right, films the event. Below: Charity, 7; Stacey
and Charles Parker of Redington Shores all raise their right hand to swear an oath during an adoption
proceeding. They were there that day to adopt Sierra, 2 1/2, who has been with their family since she was 14
days old.

From left, Sherry Dufresne; Dr. John Tutay; Michael Tutay, 26 months;
Aunt Ann Marie Tutay; family friend Christina Kalicharan; and Hailey
Tutay, 7. John, 46, of Seminole adopted biological siblings, Michael and
Hailey, on Adoption Day.

The Sunkidz Team performed several dance numbers as part of the
Adoption Day celebration before the families were divided between a
number of courtrooms for the official proceedings.

told her, ‘This is our chance,’”
Maldonado said. “‘This is a win-
dow opening up for us. This is
happening in our lifetime.’ She
was really hesitant because you
don’t know. We were ignorant to
the process, and ‘what if?’”

Never did they imagine that the
boy who would come into their
life was already like family.

Their new son, Anthony, 14 –
who is taking the Siegrist last
name but is being legally adopted
by Maldonado – used to be over
at their house all the time when
he was younger because he was
best friends with Siegrist’s son.

“Back in those years when he
was coming to our house and
spending hours and weekends
there, we had jokingly said, ‘If no
one is looking for him, we’ll keep
him,’ because nobody was look-
ing for him,” Maldonado said.
“And here we are reconnected
with him.”

The couple had been in the
process of looking to adopt, and
one day Siegrist was looking at
The Heart Gallery of Pinellas,
which features pictures and bios
of children in need of adoption.

“She calls me frantically, going,
‘Oh my god, this is our Anthony,’”
Maldonado said.

The Heart Gallery, viewable at
www.heartgallerykids.org, fea-
tures photos and stories of foster
children seeking adoptive homes.

Maldonado and Siegrist had
lost contact with Anthony a few
years ago because the couple
moved and also thought Anthony
was moving to Georgia to live
with family there. However, he in-
stead ended up going into foster
care in 2008 and parental rights
were terminated in 2010. Mean-
while, Siegrist and Maldonado
were going through the necessary
classes and procedures to be ap-
proved to foster and adopt and
met Hana Cowart, senior adop-
tion case manager for Lutheran
Services of Florida, which is part-
nered with Eckerd Community
Alternatives. She began working
with the couple to find the perfect
child for their family. Cowart was
shocked when the women called
her to tell her they found and
knew Anthony – one of the many
kids she was responsible for.

When they met, Anthony rec-
ognized them in about three sec-
onds, he said. It was a perfect fit
right away.

“It was such a smooth transi-
tion,” Maldonado said. “It wasn’t
like a stranger coming to live with
us. It was like our son coming

home. And there wasn’t like this
weird feeling. It was just, you’re
home, and here we are, and it’s
going to be us for the rest of our
lives.”

The new family went on a vaca-
tion together, and Maldonado
said she was actually thrilled
when they had their first family
argument.

“It was like, oh my god, there’s
this thing that needed to happen
for him to feel like he’s really a
part of this,” Maldonado said. “I
don’t know if anyone else gets ex-
cited about their first argument,
but I did.”

“I think it just confirms that,
good and bad, we’re not going
anywhere,” Siegrist said. “I think
for same-sex couples, this is real-
ly exciting because just two year
ago, we couldn’t do this. It’s un-
fortunate that both of us don’t get
to adopt him, but that is why we
agreed that he would take my
last name.”

They plan on going through the
second-parent adoption proceed-
ings later on, but those are
lengthy and complicated and they
would have to go to Miami to do
them. Therefore, their lawyer ad-
vised them to wait until they have
finished adopting all the children
they want and then do it all to-
gether, they said.

Maldonado and Siegrist are a
reunion story of their own. They
have now been together for nine
years, but they originally met in
middle school. They reconnected
years later when Siegrist was
pregnant.

“I didn’t think of it as a forever
after story,” Maldonado said. “I
just thought, oh my gosh, you’re
going to be my best friend for life
and we’re going to help each
other raise our kids together.”

At the time, Maldonado was in
Florida but Siegrist was living in
Oklahoma. They grew close over
long-distance, and then Siegrist
moved to Florida on her 30th
birthday and they have been to-
gether ever since.

They encourage other same-
sex couples to adopt and to not
be afraid.

“Don’t be afraid. Ask a lot of
questions,” Maldonado said.

“It’s going to happen,” Siegrist
added. “It’s going to happen so
that one day it won’t be an issue.”

“And I feel that the more people
that do this, the better opportuni-
ties it’s going to give us,” Maldon-
ado said.

“There are still people out there
who don’t even know we exist,”

Siegrist said. “We’re like di-
nosaurs or ghosts or something.
But be patient and it’ll happen.”

“Everything happens for a rea-
son is really the bottom line,”
Maldonado continued. “We really
wholeheartedly wanted to have
more biological children, but
there was that angst and the
yearning and the ache and the
hurt and the desire, but then you
have to realize that there are
other opportunities and you just
have to open your hearts to it.”

The only family she’s
ever known

Stacey and Charles Parker of
Redington Shores and their
daughters also had a happy
Adoption Day. Four and a half
years ago, they adopted their first
daughter, Charity, who is now 7.
They had decided that they want-
ed to foster kids before they con-
sidered having kids of their own,
Stacey said. They did not go into
it necessarily planning on adopt-
ing, but sometimes things work
out just right.

“Charity was our first place-
ment and never left,” Charles
said. “We’ve had approximately
20 children come through our
home in the six years that we’ve
been doing this, and as I said in
open court, there are some who
just fit really well and they’re just
that match. It’s not necessarily
blood, but it’s a deeper match.”

The Parkers have also now had
Sierra, now 2 1/2, since she was
only 14 days old. She is another
special child who fit perfectly into
their family, and they were
thrilled to officially adopt her on
Adoption Day.

“We are very, very excited,”
Stacey said. “It’s been a very long
case. There have been a lot of ups
and downs, and we’re fortunate.
We know she has a sister who
lived with us for a while and the
sister was able to go up and live
with grandparents, but Sierra’s
biological parents, they decided
to sign surrenders because they
felt it was best for us to go ahead
and adopt her and we will keep
open communication with them.
So even though we are adopting
her, she will still know who her
biological parents are and her
siblings as well. And we’re really
happy to be here today because
Charity being adopted and being
older, it means more to her. Sier-
ra is too young to understand it.”

Stacey said that by seeing this
process, hopefully Charity can

know that it is normal and spe-
cial to be adopted.

Charity said she is happy that
her sister is getting adopted.

“She’s nice, and she says she
loves me with all her heart,”
Charity said.

She also added that she and
her sister love sharing with each
other, especially their toys and
stuffed animals.

The transition has been
smooth with Sierra, but the Park-
ers also are the only family that
she has ever known, having lived
with them her whole life. Stacey
said they also have done a lot of
research into biracial parenting,
because Sierra’s mom is white
and her dad is black, and they
want to be prepared for when she
gets older.

“I don’t have any trouble at all
raising her, but that’s my only
fear is I don’t want her, when she
gets to be in high school, to be
upset that we don’t look like her,”
Stacey said. “So I think one thing
that will help is we plan on stay-
ing in communication with her
mom and her dad. We’ve given
them both information where
they can get in touch with us
over the years. I don’t know how
frequent the contact will be. But
she looks like her dad. Her mom
is white, so even if she gets upset
that she doesn’t look like us, she
doesn’t look like her mom, ei-
ther.”

Charles said that a lot of times,
when people hear that they are
foster parents, they say, “Oh, I
could never do that. I could never
let them leave.” He encourages
people to be foster parents and
added that it isn’t as hard as one
might think if a child is able to be
reunited with his or her birth
parents. They are involved in the
whole process, and although it is
sad to no longer care for the
child, it is happy to see them get
to be reunited.

“Reunification is viewed as a
victory,” Charles said.

There is an immense need for
foster families, the Parkers said,
and it is extremely rewarding.

“It’s the best and hardest thing
we’ve ever done,” Stacey said.

Charles added that there also
are many older children in foster
care who also need homes.

“If you adopt a 17 year old,
you’re talking a few months as far
as the legal commitment, but
you’re giving the child a sense of
identity, you’re giving the child a
sense of belonging, a place to go

for Thanksgiving and Christmas,”
Charles said. “You’re giving them
someone to walk them down the
aisle. You’re giving them extend-
ed family.”

Many more
needing homes

Hana Cowart of Largo, the
caseworker who helped Anthony
find a home, agrees with the
Parkers about teens. 

“There are so many more kids
still waiting,” Cowart said. “There
are several kids on my team
alone who will be turning 18 in
the next year, and if our commu-
nity doesn’t step up, they won’t
have anyone when they turn 18.
We will have to say goodbye.”

This is a hard reality to deal
with, and she handles it through
prayer and crying. For those who
do “age out” of the system, Cow-
art ensures they at least have a
mentor or emergency contact –
someone they can at least call if
they are in the hospital or need
someone to talk to. But her goal
of course is to find permanent
families for all of her kids.

This Adoption Day was espe-
cially happy for Cowart. This was
the first time where two of her
families were adopted as part of
the special day. Besides that, she
was given the Irene Sullivan
Adoption Advocacy Award for all
of the work she has done in find-
ing homes for children. She was
humble in her speech during the
ceremony, comparing her job like
a traffic light, trying to direct the
traffic of everyone involved into
happy destinations – forever fam-
ilies.

“It’s my job to make all this
traffic not end up looking like a
pileup on the interstate at rush
hour,” Cowart said in her speech.
“All with a pleasant demeanor, a
smile and enough energy to keep
hope alive that progress is being
made towards finding that forever
family – towards directing that
child ‘home.’ I am the cheerleader
on the sidelines, the ray of sun-
shine in the storms. By the day
my clients turn 18, I’ve hopefully
done my job and found them a
family because that day is the
day I say goodbye. Every child de-
serves a family they can call their
own. Like the ad campaigns say,
‘You don’t have to be perfect to be
a perfect parent.’ These children
need someone to take a chance
on them because they aren’t per-
fect either. None of us are.”

ADOPTION, from page 1A

“She knows how to diaper him,
change him, feed him, knows
what size his diapers are, bathe
him,” Tutay said. “The first time I
changed him, she said, ‘That’d
better be the real Desitin, not
that generic brand because that
will make him break out worse.’
You thought I’d forgotten that.
Nope, nope nope.”

Being a single dad is not easy,
but Tutay lives for his kids. He
rushes to daycare after work to
pick up the kids by 6 p.m. They
then have a precious two hours
to spend eating, reading and talk-
ing about the day together before
the kids have to take a bath,
brush their teeth and head to
bed.

“It has completely changed my
life,” Tutay said. “Totally changed
my life. But there is not a red
blood cell in my body that does
not believe these two were sent
from God and to me directly. I’m
quite sure my pushy mother had
something to do with it. But it’s
the best feeling in the world.”

Tutay and his siblings, Ann
Marie and Frank, were the last
Tutays and thought their name
would die with them. Both of
their parents are deceased, and
neither of his siblings have chil-
dren.

“My brother and sister and I
are the only Tutays left,” he said.
“So I thought that when we all
passed, that would be the end of
the Tutay name, and then this all
happened.”

John is thrilled to now have
children of his own and that his
family will continue into the next
generation. He and his siblings
keep seeing signs that they be-
lieve say that these kids were
supposed to come to him.

“My mother always told me she
wanted me to have a red-headed
granddaughter,” Tutay said. “And
the day I went out to meet the
children on the first day and this
little redhead stepped out, I knew
she was from my mom. None of
my parents, my grandparents,
they’re all gone. My mom died
just three years ago.”

Before he got the kids, Hailey
had not been in school for three
weeks, and a truant officer had
discovered the situation they had
been living in. Tutay brought her
back to school once he got her,
and the woman at the front desk
was so kind and helpful, even
giving Hailey a new backpack.

“We said, ‘I’m sorry, I never got
your name,’” Tutay said, “And
she said, ‘It’s Marie.’ My sister
immediately said, ‘Well, of course
it is.’ And we both started crying.
Our mother’s name was Marie.
We knew. We knew.”

They have discovered other lit-
tle coincidences as well. For in-
stance, Michael was born at 2:22
a.m., and Tuay’s mother’s birth-
day was February 22, aligning
the numbers when abbreviated
2-22. Also, Ann Marie added,
Hailey was born on March 2,
2005, or 3-2-05, and their new
dad, John, was born on March
25, or 3-25.

“Those things, that’s beyond
coincidence,” Tutay said. “That’s
how you know there’s a God.”

It is important to Tutay that
his children know their biological
family, so it is an open adoption.
They have grandparents, great-
grandparents, aunts, uncles and
cousins on both sides of their bi-
ological parents’ families, and
this way they will get a larger
family who can love them, Tutay
said.

Tutay was joined at the special
Adoption Day ceremony and
adoption finalization by his sister,
Ann Marie Tutay, family friend
Christina Kalicharan of Trinity,
and her daughter – and Tutay’s
12th goddaughter, Vianti, who is
3. The whole Tutay clan wore
special customized shirts. His
said, “Proud new daddy” on the
front, and the kids’ shirts said
“This is what a Tutay looks like”
on the front. The backs were all
customized with pictures signifi-
cant to them, including Sponge-
Bob, Hello Kitty and Superman.

During the Adoption Day cere-
mony, a steady stream of tears
fell down Tutay’s cheeks as he
held his kids near the front of the
courtroom. He was within an
hour away of legally becoming a
dad.

“I never thought that I would
be called daddy,” Tutay said. “So
when I hear that, it’s just the best
feeling on the planet. I could have
the longest day at the jail but
come home and pick them up,
watch them run to the door and
say ‘Daddy,’ and everything is
just wiped away. It’s amazing.”

Two moms and
two reunions

Jessica Maldonado and her
partner, Terry Siegrist of Clear-
water were another happy family
that day. They have been together
for about nine years and each
have biological children of their
own. They tried invitro therapy to
have children together, but Mal-
donado miscarried twice, she
said. When in 2008 it became
legal for same-sex couples to
adopt, they decided that this
could be a good option for them
to pursue.

“When that ban was lifted, I


