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Lawsuit targets county program

Sex offender barred from housing funds

BY RICK NEALE 
FLORIDA TODAY 
The American Civil Liberties Union has sued Brevard County in federal court, claiming a Cocoa sexual offender was unfairly discriminated against by a county housing agency.

Thursday, the ACLU filed a complaint in U.S. District Court in Orlando.

The lawsuit alleges the county and Gay Williams, housing and human services director, violated federal law by rejecting an application for a home-weatherization program in June.

Cocoa resident Raymond Houston, a registered sexual offender, submitted the application.

Brevard County bars felons and registered sexual predators and offenders from the program, which is funded by the U.S. Department of Energy.

The program offers up to $2,600 per low-income household for weather-stripping, air conditioning repair and other energy-saving measures.

The Florida Department of Community Affairs administers the federal program statewide.

In August, the DCA sent Williams a letter stating the county "may not add eligibility requirements which are more restrictive than the federal regulations."

But in late November -- facing the threat of litigation in the Houston case -- the county commission unanimously voted to uphold its no-felon, no-sexual criminal policy.

"After repeated attempts by both the ACLU and Mr. Houston to get them to correct the grant process, they refused. We had no alternative but to file suit to prevent discrimination," said Kevin Aplin, vice president of the ACLU Brevard chapter. "We just want Brevard County to comply with federal law and remove illegal provisions to grant requirements.

"This is clearly political posturing."

Assistant County Attorney Morris Richardson said, as of Friday, his office had not yet been served notice of the lawsuit.

"The board (of commissioners) believes that the policy's enforceable. We'll let the courts determine whether or not sexual offenders are eligible to receive those funds," Richardson said.

Likewise, Tres Holton, special legislative assistant for commission chairwoman Helen Voltz, said it would be inappropriate to comment.

"As much as we would like to say about sexual predators, we will bite our tongue until we see what the ACLU is going to do," Holton said.
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