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Tourism saw drop of 14% over 2020
New events bolstered local tourism

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County 
lost tourist business in 2020 to 
COVID-19. Exactly how much is 
still being tallied by local officials.

They hope to have the full 
picture of these last three months 
by their next quarterly meeting, in 
April.

However, early projections have 
the county’s revenue from the lo-
cal-option tourist tax only down by 
14% for the year, said VisitSebring 
CEO Casey Hartt. Although she 
doesn’t think that’s great, she said 
it’s better than some places – both 
coastal and inland – that have seen 
50-60% drops from the pandemic.

Some months were actually 
up. January 2020 had $128,896 in 

tourist tax revenue compared with 
$121,870 in January 2019. Likewise, 
February 2020 brought in $156,987 
in tax while February 2019 brought 
in $125,753.

The hit started in March with the 
first confirmed local cases of the 
coronavirus and the subsequent 
shutdowns and delay of the 12 
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County’s COVID numbers show improvement
By KIM MOODY and ALLEN MOODY

STAFF WRITER

Highlands County rebounded nicely 
after a rough COVID-19 day on Tuesday. 
The county saw an increase of just 
13 cases, according to the Florida 
Department of Health Thursday virus 
update. That’s a drop of 32 cases from 
the previous day.

There have been 151 cases of COVID 
over the past seven days as reported by 

FDOH. That gives Highlands County a 
daily average of 21.57 cases of infection.

Better was the county’s positivity rate 
for new cases, which dipped to a two-
week low of 3.49. The county processed 
372 resident tests and had 360 negative 
results.

Highlands County has now had a total 
of 7,189 COVID cases, with 7,117 resi-
dent cases and 71 non-resident cases.

Of the new cases, two were in the 5 to 
14 age range, giving a total of 472 cases 

seen in those 14 and younger since the 
beginning of the pandemic.

The median age for the new cases 
was 43, while the overall median age 
remained at 52.

Deaths remained at 298 in the county, 
while hospitalizations increased three 
to 562. According to the Agency for 
Health Care Administration, the county 
had 34 currently hospitalized with a 
primary diagnosis of COVID-19, which 
is a decrease of four from Wednesday 

afternoon. AHCA also showed an adult 
ICU bed census of 27 with just two beds 
unoccupied, or 6.90% availability.

FDOH has reported 655 cases asso-
ciated with long-term care facilities. 
There have been 81 deaths from either 
staff or residents in long-term care 
facilities. The cases from Department of 
Corrections remained at 116.

The state numbers were also a bit 

The new face 
of Highlands 

County NAACP
Wiggins new 

president
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The Highlands 
County National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
Branch #5087 has a fresh face and voice 

in its new president Angel 
Wiggins. Wiggins was voted 
and sworn in by the NAACP 
members just after the new 
year.

Wiggins’ presidency was 
preceded by a term as vice 
president last year.

“I am bringing fresh blood 
to the branch and a more 
tech savvy awareness that 

will appeal to the 21- to 50-year-old age 
bracket,” Wiggins said. “It’s what I am 
geared toward.”

Wiggins said most of the presidents 
before her were born and raised in 
Highlands County and are “steeped in 
tradition.” Wiggins was born here, but 
raised in New York.

“I want to make sure we are visible and 
current with the times,” she said.

Wiggins wants the community to know 
the NAACP Branch #5087 is there to give 
them a platform for their concerns.

“We want to give the community a 
chance to sign up and be involved,” 
Wiggins said.

Another goal Wiggins has for the 
branch is to increase a diverse mem-
bership. On average, there are about 60 
members. Wiggins wants the branch to 
become more visible so those moving to 
the area or potential new members know 
where to find them.

Anyone can join the branch, 
Wiggins said. The branch members 
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Perry wanted 
on murder 

warrant
Public asked to 
help find him

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Deputies are still look-
ing for 24-year-old Johntravious “Tray” 
Perry for the murder of a 16-year-old at 

a car wash in Avon Park.
Shortly after the 6 p.m. 

Dec. 1 shooting at the All 
American Car Wash on 
Hal McRae Boulevard, 
Highlands County sher-
iff’s deputies identified 
Perry as a suspect and 
sought the public’s help 
with information on the 
shooting and/or Perry’s 

whereabouts.
Deputies believe he has fled the area. 

If you have any information, please call 
863-402-7200 or leave a tip with the 
HCSO app or with Heartland Crime 
Stoppers at 1-800-226-TIPS.

His was one of two shootings that 
took place overnight between Dec. 1-2, 
2020, in Avon Park, within just a half 
mile of each other. Sheriff’s detectives 
determined the shootings were not 
related, according to officials at the 
time.

Sheriff’s Office officials also said the 
victims, both age 16, were airlifted to 
Lakeland Regional Medical Center. One 
survived and one did not.

Second shooting
The second shooting was just hours 

and blocks away from the first, at or 
before 2:26 a.m. Dec. 2 at 1029 Hal 
McRae Loop. Arrest reports state 
a man, later identified as Tayten 
Solomon Hardy-Clunis, had forced 
open the door of a house at that 
address and started shooting, after 

Detoured

Traffic rerouted on 
Sebring Parkway

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — If you can avoid 
Sebring Parkway from Youth Care 
Lane south to U.S. 27 for the next few 
months, you might want to do that.

If you can’t, be prepared for the 
possibility of detours and re-routed 
detours, depending on the work 
being done that day. Today, Feb. 26, 
from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., the northbound 
outside lane of U.S. 27 and the turn 
lane from northbound U.S. 27 will be 
closed.

Construction crews will be drill-
ing in the right of way in front of 
Highlands Regional Medical Center. 
Motorists should slow down, use 
caution and follow all posted traffic 
signs.

Once the lanes reopen, however, 
motorists should continue to use 
caution, and unless they have to use 
Sebring Parkway, DeSoto Road or 
the intersection of those two roads, 
they may want to avoid that area 

altogether. On Thursday, road crews 
used a crane and bucket truck to 
install a mast arm for traffic signals 
over the westbound lanes of DeSoto 
Road at that junction.

County Engineer Clinton Howerton 
Jr. has reported that every time road 
crews make major changes to an 
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A white truck gets flagged Thursday morning to turn east from Sebring Parkway down 
DeSoto Road while crews install a mast arm over DeSoto Road on the west side of the inter-
section. Work on the intersection and on new lanes for Parkway Phase 2 northbound will 
have detours, with possible alterations, for several months.

PERRY
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An excavator moves earth on Thursday to 
prepare the way for the new northbound 
lanes and the median of Sebring Parkway 
Phase 2.
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800.360.9875
seminolebrightoncasino.com

GOOD.
CLEAN. FUN.

Must be 21 years old to play slots and table games. Must be a Seminole Wild Card Member to 
participate in casino promotions. If you or someone you know has a gambling problem, please call 1.888.ADMIT.IT.  
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