Child Fatality Summary
Child’s Name: Eli Rivera Johnston County: Hillsborough
Date of Birth: 11/15/2020 Date of Death: 5/19/2023
Report Number: 2023-166825

Family Composition Chart

Name Age at Time of Relationship with Deceased
the Incident Child
Eli Rivera Johnston 2 > years Deceased
iPF ] 7 months Sibling
Rebecca Gussage-Johnston 24 years Mother
Jose Rivera 41 years Father

Circumstances Surrounding Death

On May 19, 2023, an investigation was received regarding the death of this 2 2-year-
old toddler, after he was discovered unresponsive in his home. The toddler and his
older sibling resided with the mother.

Law enforcement and paramedics responded to the mother’'s home around 8:00 p.m. on
the evening of May 19, 2023, after receiving a 911 call concerning the toddler being
discovered unresponsive. The paternal aunt was attempting cardiopulmonary
resuscitation when first responders arrived on scene, then they took over resuscitative
efforts; however, the toddler could not be revived, and he was pronounced deceased at
the home.

Upon arrival, first responders noted that the toddler appeared lifeless and rigor mortis
was present. Additionally, the toddler had what appeared to be trauma to his forehead
and various other injuries to his body. According to the mother’s initial statement to law
enforcement, the toddler woke between 10:30 and 11:30 a.m. on May 19th, and he
began vomiting and breathing heavily, so she bathed him in an attempt to make him feel
better. However, his health continued to decline, and she noticed that he stopped
breathing around 2:30 p.m., so she initiated cardiopulmonary resuscitation and
continued resuscitative efforts until sometime around 8:00 p.m., when the father visited
her home. She then alerted the father that the toddler was in distress, so he texted the
paternal aunt and asked her to come to the mother’'s home, but did not advise that the
child’s condition. The aunt who does not reside with the family and has limited contact
with the mother and children, arrived at the mother’'s home minutes after receiving the
message from the father, and she discovered the toddler unresponsive in a bassinet
within the home. The aunt immediately called 911 and initiated resuscitative efforts until
first responders arrived at the home.
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Of note, the mother provided multiple inconsistent statements and later admitted that
she placed the toddler in his highchair seat/booster seat for time out, around 8:00 p.m.
on May 18th (the evening prior to the death incident) and he continued to “fuss and try
to get out of the chair,” but she allowed him to remain in the chair throughout the night.
When she checked on him around 10:30 a.m., on the morning of May 19", the toddler
had fallen to the floor (while still strapped to his seat) and he was responsive, but his
body was shaking. The mother admitted that she did not seek medical attention for the
toddler and sometime around 5:15 p.m. she noticed his eyes roll back she began
“freaking out” once she saw the toddler die.

The parents were reportedly in an off and on relationship. The children resided with their
mother, who was the primary caregiver, and the father did not live in the home and
reportedly had limited contact with the children in the weeks leading up to the incident
(although this is disputed by the mother). Records note that the family resided in a
recreational vehicle (RV) which was parked on a commercial property where semi-
trucks and other large trucks are parked and/or stored. The mother’'s RV was described
as having a foul odor and it was cluttered with clothing and trash was spread about.
Additionally, broken glass, mangled fishing wire, various metal parts, air-conditioning
units in disrepair, and empty beer cans/glasses were all scattered around the property.
The father did not have consistent safe housing, as he advised that he often would
sleep in his vehicle or in one of the dilapidated RVs on the property.

Due to the above-mentioned concerns the sibling was removed and placed with a
relative.

Both parents are recreational marijuana users. A presumptive drug screen was
conducted on the mother and her results were positive for marijuana and negative for
any other substances, and the father’s drug screen was negative for any substances.

Dr. N. Riley with the Hillsborough County Medical Examiner’s Office conducted the
autopsy on the toddler. The final diagnosis reflects as follows:

Child Abuse and Neglect
Abrasion and ulceration of penis
Blister of abdomen, right buttocks, and right lower extremity
Contusion of forehead
Abrasions, contusion, and incised wound of right flank and right inguinal region
Malnutrition
Failure to thrive
Height and wight below the 5" percentile of growth charts of male
this age range
Negative postmortem toxicology
Vitreous electrolytes within normal limits

The cause of death is listed as child abuse and neglect and the manner of death is
listed as homicide (restrained and neglected by caregiver).
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The Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office conducted the criminal investigation
concerning the toddler’s death. In May 2023 law enforcement arrested the mother on
charges of aggravated child abuse and child neglect with great bodily harm. Additional
charges of first-degree murder were later added. The mother remains in custody at the
time of this report writing and the criminal judicial case is ongoing.

Based on the interviews and evidence gathered during the investigation, Child
Protective Investigation in Hillsborough County closed their investigation with the
following findings:

Child Identified Maltreatment Findings Caregiver
Responsible
Decedent Death Verified Mother
Bizarre Punishment Verified Mother
Medical Neglect Verified Mother
Environmental Hazards Verified Mother
Inadequate Supervision Verified Mother
Substance Misuse — lllicit Drugs | Not Substantiated | N/A
Burns Not Substantiated | N/A
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Other Children in the Family

The Child Protection Team (CPT) examined the siblingiii GGG

Summary of Prior Agency Involvement with Family

There are two prior investigations concerning the family. The first investigation occurred
in 2020, when the mother tested positive for marijuana at the birth of her first child. The

Child Fatality Summary
Eli Rivera Johnston 2023



mother disclosed using marijuana to manage back pain during her pregnancy and the
father advised that he was a recreational smoker. A childcare referral was offered and
declined, but the mother did accept a Healthy Start referral. The second investigation
was received in 2022, after the mother gave birth to her second child and she and that
infant was positive for marijuana. A childcare referral and substances abuse resources
were offered and declined, and the family was referred the Healthy Start program a

second time.
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