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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida reviews Edward Allen Covington’s convictions and death sentences for

the first-degree murders of Lisa, Zachary, and Heather Savannah Freiberg. The court describes the

murders, Covington’s guilty pleas and penalty-phase waiver, the aggravating and mitigating

circumstances, and affirms the convictions and sentences.
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Direct appeal from convictions for three first-degree murders and
death sentences, following guilty pleas and waiver of a penalty-phase

jury.

The sufficiency of evidence supporting an aggravating circumstance is
reviewed for competent, substantial evidence. The Court reviews
whether the trial court applied the correct rule of law and whether
competent, substantial evidence supports the finding, without
reweighing the evidence. The determination and weighting of
aggravating and mitigating circumstances is reviewed for abuse of
discretion. The validity of a guilty plea in a capital case is reviewed to
ensure that it was knowing, intelligent, and voluntary. Proportionality

is reviewed under the totality of the circumstances.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

D U1 B

Whether competent, substantial evidence supported the particularly vulnerable aggravator for the

murders of Zachary and Heather Savannah based on Covington's familial or custodial authority.

. Whether competent, substantial evidence supported the especially heinous, atrocious, or cruel aggravator

for Heather Savannah's murder.

. Whether the sentencing order complied with the requirements governing the evaluation and weighing of

aggravating and mitigating circumstances.

. Whether the trial court erred by failing to treat parole ineligibility as a mitigating circumstance.
. Whether Covington's guilty pleas to capital murder were knowing, intelligent, and voluntary.
. Whether the death sentences were proportionate.

. Whether Covington was entitled to relief under Hurst v. Florida despite waiving a penalty-phase jury.

HOLDINGS

1.

The particularly vulnerable aggravator was properly applied to the murders of Zachary and Heather
Savannah because competent, substantial evidence showed that Covington stood in a familial or

custodial position of authority over the children, which heightened their vulnerability to him.

. The especially heinous, atrocious, or cruel aggravator was properly applied to Heather Savannah's

murder because competent, substantial evidence showed that she suffered severe physical and emotional

trauma before death, including beating, broken femurs, head trauma, terror, and a fatal throat wound.

. The sentencing order was sufficient because the trial court expressly evaluated each proposed mitigator,

determined whether it was supported and mitigating, assigned weights to aggravating and mitigating
circumstances, and explained the weighing process.

. The trial court erred by failing to determine whether parole ineligibility was mitigating under the

circumstances, but the error was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt and did not require resentencing.

. Covington's guilty pleas were knowingly, intelligently, and voluntarily entered.
. The three death sentences were proportionate under the totality of the circumstances.

. Covington was not entitled to relief under Hurst v. Florida because he waived his right to a penalty-

phase jury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Thus, there is competent, substantial evidence in the record to support the trial court’s conclusion that the

children were particularly vulnerable to Covington due to the nature of their relationship with him.” (at 56)



“Thus, regardless of whether Heather Savannah was conscious when Covington cut her throat, there is

competent, substantial evidence to support the trial court’s finding that her murder was HAC.” (at 59)

“Thus, any error in the trial court’s failure to consider parole ineligibility as a mitigating circumstance was

harmless beyond a reasonable doubt.” (at 66)
“We therefore conclude that Covington’s pleas were knowingly, intelligently, and voluntarily entered.” (at 70)

“Having reviewed Covington’s claims as well as the sufficiency of his pleas, we affirm the judgments of

conviction and sentences of death.” (at 77)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Covington lived with Lisa Freiberg and her two children, Zachary and Heather Savannah, for several weeks
before the murders and assumed a parental or custodial role in the household. On May 11, 2008, he killed Lisa,
Zachary, Heather Savannah, and the family dog, using knives and hammers; Heather Savannah was severely
beaten, dismembered, and decapitated, and Zachary was stabbed and mutilated. Covington was found in a closet
after taking medication and later confessed to the murders. At sentencing, the trial court found multiple
aggravating circumstances and statutory and nonstatutory mitigating circumstances, then imposed three death

sentences.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Covington was indicted in the Circuit Court for Hillsborough County on three counts of first-degree murder,
three counts of abuse of a dead body, and one count of cruelty to an animal. After trial proceedings began, he
pleaded guilty to all seven counts and waived a penalty-phase jury. The trial court imposed three death
sentences, concurrent fifteen-year sentences for the three abuse-of-a-dead-body counts, and a five-year sentence
for cruelty to an animal. The Supreme Court of Florida reviewed the direct appeal, including the sufficiency of
the guilty pleas and the required proportionality review, and affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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