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Republicans insist deep red Florida
will be a lock for the GOP presidential
nominee next year, but could it help re-
elect President Joe Biden just the
same?

This spring, the governor and the
Republican supermajority in Tallahas-
see served up an unsparingly red-
meat legislative menu for the base. 

Those entrées included a six-week
abortion ban, repeal of a state permit
requirement to carry a concealed fi�re-
arm and expansion of a parental rights
in education bill dubbed by critics as
the “Don’t Say Gay” law. Then there is
the plethora of policies critics say are
eff�orts to curtail academic freedom in
universities, ban books from K-12
classroom shelves and end diversity
programs.

Florida Republicans’ woke assault
on the Walt Disney Co., which has be-
come a legal quagmire, is also being
watched nationally. It’s a potentially
fraught issue for voters in Midwest
states where economic investment is
coveted to reinvigorate industry and
job creation.

As the hanky drop was readied to
close out the 60-day session, Gov. Ron
DeSantis, who according to reports
will fi�le candidacy papers next week
with an announcement around
month’s end, boasted Floridians had
never witnessed “a bolder and more
productive six months in the history of
the state of Florida in terms of really
delivering on big promises.” The Flori-
da Republican Party cheerfully tweet-
ed: “Gov. @RonDeSantisFL and the
Florida Legislature delivering results
for Floridians.”

But the Sunshine State’s well-
earned reputation as the nation’s petri
dish for hard-right laws and MAGA-
fueled public policy, Democrats say, is
exactly what will help them win over
independent voters in critical swing
states – like Michigan, Pennsylvania,
Arizona, Georgia – necessary for Biden
to get beyond the 270 electoral vote re-
quirement next November.

On Thursday, USA TODAY reported
on a Biden campaign memo outlining a
path to victory focused in part on win-
ning over independent voters and re-
peating victories in heartland “Blue
Wall” states as well as Nevada, Georgia
and Arizona. It also indicated that Bi-
den would be competing in Florida and

Florida’s
example
may help
Joe Biden 
Hard-right laws may
steer others to the left
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It was Monday afternoon, the day af-
ter Mother’s Day. 

Patricia Hester leaned over her 16-
year-old son as he was lying still in a bed
at Holmes Regional Medical Center, cry-
ing and calling his name, hoping for the
cherubic-faced boy to blink or twitch.
Hoping for anything. 

The ventilator had been removed and
Hester was seeking one last miracle. 

“In that moment, in
that room, I prayed,” the
46-year-old single moth-
er of eight said tearfully
as she shared the painful
memory. 

“It was after Mother’s
Day and I’ll never forget
it. I called my baby’s

name, I shouted, ‘Do something ... show
them that you’re still here, show them’
and the minutes just counted down. He
slipped away at 3:04 p.m.”

Kobe Kirkland, a ninth grade Palm
Bay High School student, was fatally
wounded Saturday, May 13, just outside
his home. 

Melbourne police issued a short

statement about the death later. The
statement said that Melbourne detec-
tives were continuing to investigate the
homicide and then asked the public to
call police with tips or information. A
spokesperson also noted that the agen-
cy was looking for a white Altima seen at
the time of the shooting. But no arrests
have been made, despite indications
that detectives have leads in the case. 

Days after Kobe’s death, Hester is
asking the community to come together
and for Melbourne police to speak out
about what she said they know about
the shooting. She’s calling on offi�cers to
do more to make an arrest.

Her son, she said, was an “old soul”
who tinkered with mechanics, was se-

lective about his friends and even had
his own lawn care business.

“That bullet was not meant for him.
But it’s not a secret what’s happened.
(The police) have a name,” Hester said. 

“Why my child’s death is not getting
the attention I don’t know. Not every-
body is a gangbanger. The police haven’t
put out a reward or anything. The per-
son who did this doesn’t deserve to be
on the streets. I don’t want anything to
happen to him but they need to get him
off� of the streets.”

Kobe’s death was Brevard’s 20th re-
ported homicide of the year. In 2022, 43
reported homicides were investigated 

Melbourne mom seeks answers in teen son’s shooting death
No arrests so far as the
investigation continues
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T
hink about being 17. h Think about being awkward,

energetic, strong. Coming into your own body.

h Now, think about that teacher. He calls you

“gorgeous,” maybe touches you in a familiar way. He

talks about your body in a way that makes you uncomfortable.

Off�-kilter. h While that’s not criminal, it is sex-based

harassment. There’s a powerful federal law that could protect

you – and others. h But Florida’s disinterest in ensuring

districts follow federal law has hamstrung that very law and

puts children at risk of enduring further harassment and

abuse, a USA TODAY Network-Florida investigation has found.

Experts say Florida schools risk 
student safety, alarmingly underuse
federal law on reporting sex abuse

Kate Cimini Naples Daily News | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA
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TITLE IX
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More inside
Who is protected by Title IX
and where is it applied? 7A

How do you fi�le a Title IX
complaint? 8A

“(These parents) are not skilled in federal

legislation. They don’t know what Title IX means.

Unless the school tells them their rights, they

wouldn’t know to do it.”
Gregg Schwartz, attorney
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