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A bill aimed to protect first respond-
ers from fentanyl, which originated in
Southwest Florida, will take effect this
fall after Gov. Ron DeSantis signed it

into law.
DeSantis approved Senate Bill 718 on

April 8.
Collier County Cpl. Robert Palmer

testified in March to the Florida Senate
Appropriations Committee on Criminal
and Civil Justice in support of a bill that
would charge adults with a second-de-
gree felony for exposing first responders
to fentanyl.

The sheriff’s office said Palmer suf-
fered a fentanyl exposure in April 2023

while on a domestic call. He lost con-
sciousness and his sergeant adminis-
tered two doses of the reversal medica-
tion Narcan.

Palmer was taken to a hospital and
discharged, but the sheriff’s office said
his symptoms, including fogginess and
vertigo, lingered for days.

“We’re used to being able to react to
physical threats, being able to see a
physical threat on scene,” Palmer testi-
fied. “Whether you’re a law

enforcement, fire, EMS ... We can see
and react to that.”

Palmer testified fentanyl is “invisi-
ble,” leaving first responders with “no
way to react” until symptoms take
effect.

“This is an invisible death that is now
stalking scenes that we go to,” Palmer
testified. “And my scene wasn’t any-
thing that had to do with 

Opioid exposure bill takes effect in fall
Measure passed after
SWFL deputy fell victim

Tomas Rodriguez
Naples Daily News

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See EXPOSURE, Page 9A

Yalena Perdomo’s story is the Amer-
ican dream. She’s an immigrant from
Honduras who overcame struggles with
poverty and housing, by sheer perse-
verance. When she was told no, she just
tried harder and it finally paid off. The
morning of April 10, Perdomo was
handed the keys to her new four bed-
room Habitat for Humanity home in
Bonita Springs. She will share her new
abode with her four-year-old daughter
and her mother.

It’s a dream come true for Perdomo
who has been sharing a small bedroom
in her sister’s Cape Coral home with her
mother, daughter and dog. She’s been
waking up before daylight to drop her
daughter off at daycare and then head
to work more than an hour away in Na-
ples. Now they will have a much shorter
commute and a place where they will
each have their own bedroom.

The challenging journey began in
2000 when Perdomo was just 13 and her
family migrated from Honduras to New
York. It wasn’t easy in the big city so in
2014 she moved to Southwest Florida to
start a new life with the dream of hav-
ing a home for herself and her parents.

“It was tough when I started this
journey,” Perdomo began. “But mom
and dad took a risk taking us out of
Honduras, and I didn’t want to still
struggle like they did there. If are going
to a new country, make the best of it.”

She moved from place to place al-
ways struggling to pay the rent. In 2017
she applied to Habitat for Humanity
and got denied. She applied again in
2019 and was again denied. But Perdo-
mo did not give up.

“What is great about those letters is
they tell you specific why you don’t
qualify so it is up to you to follow the
directions or just give up,” she ex-
plained. “It was because of my 

Family, volunteers, and members of the Shadow Wood Charitable Foundation attend the ceremony welcoming Yalena
Perdomo to her new Habitat for Humanity home. PHOTOS BY ANDREA STETSON/SPECIAL TO THE BANNER

Realizing the dream
‘Hard path’ leads to Bonita Springs home for Honduran
immigrant, with an assist from Habitat for Humanity
Andrea Stetson
Special to The Banner

Yalena Perdomo embraces Melody Lineberry, HUD certified housing coordinator
for Habitat for Humanity, during a ceremony welcoming Perdomo to her new
home. Perdomo’s daughter Lindzey, 4, was excited about her new home.See DREAM, Page 12A
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The robot’s name is WARP. And the
Southwest Florida teens who built it
hope the boxy machine speeds to a
world-championship victory.

The robotics team Java The Hutts
traveled this week to Houston, Texas,
to compete in the annual FIRST Cham-
pionship. The team’s 11 members
earned their spot after winning first
place last month at a Florida state
championship in Winter Haven.

“We’re so honored and so excited to
be going,” says team member Delaney
Baucom, 16, Fort Myers. “There’s the
suspense of the competition. But even
if we go and we don’t win anything, it’s
still just the fact that we got to be there
that’s so important.”

This isn’t the first time Java the
Hutts have gone to the world champi-
onships. They went in 2022, also, and
ended up winning first place with their
alliance teams in the Freight Frenzy
category (along with teams from Ro-
mania and Colorado).

“It was a surreal experience,” says
WARP programmer Almira Pratasenia,
17, of Naples. “We showed up and we
were like, ‘We’re just gonna try to do
our best.’”

Java the Hutts: ‘We make robots’

The Java The Hutts team has spent
months working on WARP. That in-
cludes lots of late nights and long
weekends at the Fort Myers garage
that serves as their robotics workshop.

“I think we all share a very, very
deep love for robotics and engineer-
ing,” Pratasenia says. “I’ve been doing
this for seven years now.”

The team’s name is a play on both
the Star Wars character Jabba the Hutt
and the Java computer-programming
language used by WARP. They’re one
of thousands of teams in the interna-
tional, STEM-focused program FIRST
(For Inspiration and Recognition of
Science and Technology). They’re also
part of the FIRST robotics category
FIRST Tech Challenge.

The Java the Hutts have one, simple
mission. 

“We make robots,” Baucom says.
This week, their newest robot will

enter a 12-foot by 12-foot playing field
in Houston and compete in team alli-
ances against other robotics teams.
Their goal: To scoop up flat, hexagon-
shaped plastic “pixels” and move them
to a vertical backboard. The team that
stacks up the most pixels — and also
gets the most points-earning color
combinations — wins each 21⁄2-minute
game.

The Java The Hutts — also known
as Team 14725 — started working on
WARP in about January. It was their
second attempt at a new champion-
ship-winning robot after scrapping
their first.

They’d been working on that first
robot since about August, but started
having problems. “It was a bit chunki-
er,” says team member Nikolai Prata-
senia, 16, Naples. “The mechanisms
were a little less refined.”

So they hit the drawing board again
and designed an all-new robot. WARP
uses a carbon-fiber frame to reduce 

Fort Myers
robot WARP
heads to world
championships
with SWFL
teen team
Charles Runnells
Fort Myers News-Press

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See ROBOT, Page 9A
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collections, that’s why I was denied.”
Habitat recipients can’t have big

debts and they need to be able to pay a
mortgage that is 30 percent of their in-
come.

“She had a dream of having a home
for herself and her daughter,” said Melo-
dy Lineberry HUD certified housing co-
ordinator for Habitat for Humanity.
“Unfortunately at that point it was re-
sponded to with a letter saying she did
not meet the requirements. For a lot of
people it would have ended there.”

But it didn’t end. Perdomo she spent
hours each month with Habitat coun-
selors trying to find ways to pay her
debts so she could qualify. She went
over mortgage guidelines, and learned
better money management. When she
received a government Covid check, she
used the money to negotiate payments
to the three creditors. Finally, debt free,
she applied to Habitat again last year.

“The time was finally right. She had
the income and the requirements,”
Lineberry said.

Perdomo said it was her daughter
that kept her going when it seemed im-
possible. “The thing that made me
change my mentality was the day I
found out I was pregnant,” Perdomo de-
scribed. “I want her to look up to me. I
want her to have the drive and know if
she wants to do it, she can do it.”

She also wanted a better life for her
daughter and mother. It was very
cramped in the one bedroom they all
shared. They had no privacy. Perdomo
had to wake her daughter up before
dawn to drive to daycare and then work.

“Sometimes we were in traffic for
more than an hour,” she described. “It
was horrendous for her and it was
draining for me.”

Qualifying for a home was not the
end of the struggles. Every applicant
has to have 300 hours of equity helping
to build Habitat Homes. That wasn’t
easy since Perdomo worked Monday
through Friday and could only put in
those hours on the weekend.

“I feel like people get discouraged
when it comes to the 300 hours,” she ex-
plained. “You think 300 hours and you
think ‘my God and on top of that you
have life, you have jobs.’ There was a
time when I got scared because I needed
to be done with my hours by March 31, so
in February I stared freaking out and

then in the middle of March I started
freaking out that I would not make it.”

She rallied friends, co-workers, fam-
ily and even a Facebook friend to donate
some hours. She said one lady donated
42 hours, helping her finally meet the
requirement. Now the four bedroom,
two bathroom, 1,400 square foot home
is hers.

“I know this has been a very long
process,” Becky Lucas, CEO of Habitat
told Perdomo. “It speaks to your resil-
ience. I know it is not your first time ap-
plying for a habitat home. It means a lot
to us that you placed your trust in us.”

After the ceremony Lindzey ran into
her new bedroom.

“It’s going to be rainbow,” she said
about the color she wants. “And there
will be a bed and star lights and lots of
princess dresses.”

Then she jumped up and down wav-
ing a flag as she sang, “my room, my
room, my room.”

Perdomo is most excited about hav-
ing some privacy.

“I can have some quiet time,” she de-
scribed. “I just want stability and my
own space.”

Partnership Place off Bonita Drive
was made possible by collaboration be-
tween sponsors and Habitat. Shadow
Wood helped fund six of the 14 homes in
that community, including Perdomos
and the final home that will be dedicat-
ed very soon. Shadow Wood has had a
partnership with Habitat for the past 17
years and has donated more than $2.5
million to the organization.

“Our Partnership with Shadow Wood
is like no other,” Lucas stressed. “If we
could just duplicate this all over our
county what a different organization we
could be and how much more of this
critical issue of affordable housing we
could impact.”

Norm Wells, president of the board of
trustees for the Shadow Wood Charita-
ble Foundation, was happy to see the
impact it is having on the Perdomo
family.

“The wonderful thing is she has a
place for her daughter and her mother,”
Wells said. “She is a hard worker and it is
a wonderful story about someone who
has come to this country and found a
way to improve their lives and now has a
stable home to raise her family.”

Wednesday’s ceremony was on the
four year anniversary of Perdomo’s fa-
ther’s death. She wishes he too could be
moving into the new home, but she is
happy that she can provide for her
mother and daughter.

“Ever since I left New York I prayed
every day just to be stable,” Perdomo
said. “I first did it for my parents. I want-
ed them to be proud. I wanted to give her
a place where she could relax and just be
happy. Now I am doing it for my daugh-
ter. When I left New York I didn’t want to
be one of the numbers of migrants can
came here and did nothing. I didn’t want
to be moving every year. I wanted the
stability.”

During the ceremony, Pastor Steve
Hayes of First Naples Church praised
Perdomo’s choices.

“You took the harder path, rather
than the more common path,” Hayes
said.

But for Perdomo the biggest praise is
from her daughter.

“Every time I bring her here she says
‘mommy I am so proud of you’ and she
hugs me. It has just been a long long
journey, but it has been a great journey.”

Dream
Continued from Page 3A

Habitat for Humanity built 14 homes on Partnership Place in Bonita Springs. The last two homes were finally complete and
on Wednesday one of the houses was dedicated to the Perdomo family. ANDREA STETSON/SPECIAL TO THE BANNER


