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Defending AFC champions
drop to 6-7 after defeat
SPORTS, 1B

Most major declared candidates for
governor have pledged to bring costs
down across a range of areas hitting
Floridians’ wallets – insurance, taxes,
health care and education.

But they haven’t specifically men-
tioned how they’ll address utility
rates.

One exception is Democrat David
Jolly, a former Republican member of
Congress who says regulators and the
GOP-controlled Legislature have been
“captured” by the industry they over-
see.

“At the root of this is a corrupt cam-
paign finance system in the state of
Florida that needs to be tackled,” Jolly
told theUSATODAYNetwork–Florida
Capital bureau in an interview.

State utility regulators approved a
rate hike for Florida Power & Light on
Nov. 20, adding up to $7 billion to elec-
tric bills for nearly 6 million accounts
and 12 million residents over the next
four years.

In addition to campaign finance re-
forms, Jolly wants to cap the return on
equity, or profitability, Florida’s major
utilities are allowed to gather from
customers to thenational average. The
latest FPL rate increase allows for an
ROE of 10.95%, while the national av-
erage for rate cases decided in 2024
was 9.74%, according to S&P Global
Energy.

The rate hike means a residential
customer in FPL’s traditional coverage
areas outside of Northwest Florida
with 1,000 kilowatt hours per month
will see their monthly bills increase by
$2.50, to $136.64, starting in 2026 and
will rise further the next three years.
FPL’s newer customers in Northwest
Floridawill see an initial decrease next
year before rates rise again.

The increase arrives as residents al-
ready are coping with surges in prop-
erty and auto insurance, property tax-
es, inflation on grocery items and a
pending spike inhealth carepremiums

Voters eye
affordability
as utility
hikes hurt
Gray Rohrer
USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA
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WASHINGTON – A federal judge or-
dered the release of records about ac-
cused sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein
from the case against his aide, Ghis-
laine Maxwell, based on the law Con-
gress approved to reveal more docu-
ments from the investigation.

U.S. District Judge Paul Engelmayer
in New York ordered the release of
grand jury transcripts and exhibits
from the case against Maxwell, who is
serving 20 years in prison for conspir-
ing with Epstein.

Engelmayer also ordered the release
of evidence that was shared in the case
between the prosecution and defense
before Maxwell’s 2021 trial.

But Engelmayer ordered the Justice
Department to put in place a mecha-
nism to protect victims from inadver-

tent release of evidence
that would identify them
or invade their privacy.

Before the new law,
which set a deadline of
Dec. 19 for the Justice
Department to release
more records about the

case, federal judges had refused to re-
lease grand jury transcripts because of
the traditional confidentiality applied
to those proceedings.

But Epstein’s victims fought for
years to release more information
about the case, to determine whether
his rich and powerful acquaintances
had previously discouraged his investi-
gation or helped with his alleged traf-
ficking.

Engelmayer noted the legislation
specifically mentions Maxwell and re-
leasing grand jury evidence, which is
held by the Justice Department.

“That language is strikingly broad,”
Engelmayer wrote. Congress’ “decision
not to exclude grand jury materials de-
spite knowledge as to their existence,
while expressly excluding other catego-
ries of materials (such as classified in-
formation), indicates that the Act cov-
ers grand jury materials.”

The order was similar to another one
Dec. 5 by a federal judge in Florida. U.S.
District Judge Rodney Smith ordered
the release of grand jury transcripts
from the abandoned investigation of
Epstein from 2005 to 2007.

Epstein died by suicide in 2019 while
awaiting trial. But dozens of Epstein’s
victims are mentioned in indictments,
and some legal experts have said there
could be 1,000 victims.

On Dec. 8, the Justice Department
wrote that a consortium of victims had
unfairly accused it of releasing person-
ally identifiable information about vic-

tims. The department said the informa-
tion had previously been released pub-
licly, but that from this point forward, it
would redact victim names even where
they were publicly identified earlier.

Engelmayer wrote about two other
requests for confidentiality.

The judge received a letter on behalf
of a “John Doe” arguing that his identify
should be redacted because it would
lead to the public identifying one of Ep-
stein’s victims.

Another letter, from lawyer Neil
Binder, seeks the redaction of his cli-
ents’ names.

High-profile acquaintances of Ep-
stein include President Donald Trump;
former President Bill Clinton; former
Treasury Secretary Larry Summers;
and Andrew Mountbatten Windsor,
formerly known as Prince Andrew, who

Federal judge orders release of records in Maxwell case
Bart Jansen
USA TODAY
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Maxwell

GOOD FOOD, GOOD CAUSES

x A girl speaks with Santa and Mrs. Claus at the
Pancakes with Santa breakfast held Dec. 6 at the
Magnolia Grill in downtown Fort Walton Beach.
Volunteers from the community and Gregg Chapel
AME Youth Program served the guests. One
hundred percent of all proceeds and gratuities
benefited the Salvation Army and the Air Force
Enlisted Village Hawthorn House Assisted Living
Facility.

Pancakes With Santa

wMembers of the Gregg Chapel AME Youth
Program bring out the food for the guests at the
Pancakes with Santa breakfast held Dec. 6 at the
Magnolia Grill in downtown Fort Walton Beach. To
see more photos from the annal Pancakes With
Santa event, held Dec. 6 at the Magnolia Grill in
Fort Walton Beach, visit nwfdailynews.com.
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