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By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — County 
Engineer Clinton 
Howerton Jr. wants to 
get an agreement in 
place between the coun-
ty and municipalities on 
storm debris removal.

He has a draft agree-
ment where munici-
palities would pay up 
to 25% of the overall 
cost of debris removal 

after a disaster, but city 
and town councils have 
not looked it over nor 
approved it.

County commissioners 
approved it, though, 
without municipal 
approval, given that 
municipal boards could 
review the agreement 
now, suggest changes 
and approve it at a later 
date.

That could even 
be an emergency 

meeting before a storm 
arrives, said Sebring 
City Manager Scott 
Noethlich.

At their last meeting, 
Howerton told commis-
sioners how the Federal 
Emergency Management 
Agency looks to local 
agencies to do recovery 
efforts, but demands 
that those entities have 
interlocal agreements 
in place if one entity 
does recovery efforts for 

several jurisdictions.
After Hurricane Irma, 

the county stepped in to 
collect debris for all the 
municipalities because 
the county already had a 
contract signed with an 
outside service.

The problem, 
Howerton said, is that 
the county did not have 
interlocal agreements in 
place with the incorpo-
rated areas.

“I hesitate to say this 

on public record, but we 
didn’t have an agree-
ment in place, and that 
was really dangerous for 
us to have done because 
we might not have been 
reimbursed by FEMA,” 
Howerton said.

Luckily, FEMA did re-
imburse the county, but 
could always audit its 
payments and “de-obli-
gate us,” Howerton said, 
resulting in the county 
having to pay FEMA 

back.
To prevent that prob-

lem, Howerton would 
like to have that agree-
ment in place. Usually, 
he said, any entity that 
collects garbage in an 
area also has to collect 
storm debris in that 
area.

Howerton wanted to 
get an agreement in 
place before last year’s 

County will need interlocal with cities for FEMA reimbursement

By MARC VALERO
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SEBRING — It has been 
awhile since the City of 
Sebring grew through an-
nexation, but that could 
change though details on 
where and when are not 
available now.

The City Council re-
cently approved a budget 
amendment to appropri-
ate funds for legal fees 
due to annexation costs.

The budget amend-
ment increased the legal 
fee amount by $40,000 

from $185,600 
to $225,600.

Highlands 
News-Sun 
asked City 
Manager Scott 
Noethlich 

about the 
annexation and 

if some of the increase 
in legal fees is due to the 
legal dispute concerning 
city utilities between 
the City of Sebring and 
two manufactured home 
communities?

“A lot of our [legal] fees 
in the past few months 

has been related to that 
case where they are chal-
lenging the declaration 
of covenant,” Noethlich 
said.

The city enacted an 
ordinance in September 
2019 requiring property 
owners to consent to 
annexation as a condition 
of providing water and 
sewer services to new 
residents and tenants.

Sebring Village, 
890 Village Drive, off 
Schumacher Road; 
Woodhaven Estates, 2103 
Fiesta Way, off Brunns 

Road, and Kevin Smith, 
a new Sebring Village 
homeowner at the time, 
filed a lawsuit Dec. 10 in 
an attempt to stop the 
city from terminating or 
refusing to supply utility 
services based on the 
September ordinance.

There has been no final 
resolution in the lawsuit.

Concerning any poten-
tial annexation, Noethlich 
said he wanted to meet 
with the City Council 
before providing infor-
mation about possible 
annexation.

“They have inquired 
about it; we want to sit 
down and talk to them 
about it,” he said. There 
will be more informa-
tion on it once there is 
some guidance from the 
Council.

It has been awhile 
since Sebring has done 
any kind of annexation, 
Noethlich said. It has 
typically been annexation 
at the request of the 
property owner.

The last annexation 
Noethlich remembers 
was off of Skipper Road or 

Sparta Road and some-

body was trying to com-

bine two lots into one, he 

said. One lot was in the 

county and one lot was in 

the city and they wanted 

to do some development 

on the lot and they were 

being exposed to two 

different sets of rules.

The property owner 

wanted to annex the 

county parcel into the 

city so they would only 

be affected by one set of 

rules and regulations.

Sebring could get a little larger through annexation
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Florida saw a modest increase of 
1,838 COVID-19 cases with the release 
of Monday’s numbers by the Florida 
Department of Health. It’s the lowest 
number of new cases in any day since 
June 15. Testing was also down for the 
day, but the positivity rate of 4.55% for 
new cases is the lowest rate seen in the 
past two weeks.

The median age of new cases crept 
back up to 40 after being below that mark 
for the four previous days. The overall 
median age of all cases is 41 and of the 
648,269 cases the state has seen, 640,978 
have been residents, with 7,291 non-resi-
dents testing positive.

Miami-Dade County saw 274 new cases 
and now has had a total of 161,637, while 
Broward County had an additional 133 
cases to bring its total to 73,426. Palm 
Beach County saw an increase of 120, giv-
ing it a total of 43,187 cases. Combined, 
the three counties have accounted for 
42.9% of the state’s 648,269 cases. They’ve 
also accounted for 42% of the 12,023 
deaths in the state. There have been 
11,871 deaths among Florida residents 
and 152 non-resident deaths.

Highlands County had another good 
day on the testing front, with 12 new 
cases out of more than 325 tests and a 
positivity rate for new cases of 3.65% 
for the day, the second straight day the 
county has been under 4%. The county 
has had a total of 1,921 cases and 315 of 
those have been related to a long-term 
care facility. The county’s rate of 16% of 
cases being long-term care facility related 
is more than double the state average of 
7%.

The death toll remained at 69 for 
Highlands County and the 4% death rate 
is also twice the average of the state rate.

DeSoto County added one additional 
case to stand at 1,524. DeSoto has seen 
a high percentage of cases come from 
the correctional facility, as 16% of the 
county’s cases have come from the 
correctional facility, which is well above 
the state average of 3%. There have been 
240 correctional facility cases in DeSoto 
County.

Glades County added three new cases 
to bring its total to 463, with 272 (59%) 
of those being related to a correctional 
facility.

Hardee County saw an increase of nine 
cases to raise its total to 1,175. There have 
been 105 (9%) correctional facility cases.

Okeechobee County had just one 

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County 
doesn’t have many facilities big 
enough to draw regional sports 
tournaments, but it could, and 
that could help stabilize the local 
tourist industry.

Sports tourism helps strengthen 
a tourism-based economy, said 
Casey Hartt, lead marketer for the 
Tourist Development Council. It 
resists economic and incidental 
struggles, such as a disaster.

People, especially sports 
parents, may cancel a pleasure 
trip when money gets tight or 
when there is a schedule conflict, 
but will make it work for a tourna-
ment, she said.

On Wednesday, the Tourist 
Development Council and local 
sports tourism stakeholders got 
to hear the results of a study by 
Huddle Up Group LLC, whose 
consultants toured the county, 
reviewed information on facilities 
and regular events and then 
interviewed staff and users of 
facilities to learn more about what 
the county has.

“That presentation was well 
received,” Hartt said.

Auditors looked at all facilities, 
Hartt said, including golf courses 
and the Sebring International 
Raceway (SIR), as well as shuffle-
board courts and the Avon Park 
Mowerplex.

They ranked them as either 

community facilities, “tournament 
friendly” or “anchor facilities,” 
such as SIR, multi-field sports 
complex or Highlands Hammock 
State Park — ready to go for a 
sports event as intense as a 12-
hour auto race or much simpler, 
like a 5K run.

Consultants found that Sebring 
has a limited supply of “anchor 
venues” ready right now to bring 
sports tourism, especially in light 
of many regional competitors 
having much to offer.

Facilities that already attract 
big events include Highlands 
County Multi-Sports Complex, 
Pinecrest Golf Course, Sun ‘N Lake 
of Sebring Golf Course and the 
Sebring International Raceway.

“The SIR added points that 
other places didn’t have,” Hartt 
said. “The 12 Hours [of Sebring] 
also added to that.”

Some need improvements, 
however.

The three largest diamond field 
facilities in Highlands County 
have 10 fields — Max Long Sports 
Complex — and five fields — 
Highlands County Multi-Sports 
Complex and Lake June Park 
Sports Complex.

The largest flat field facility, 
again the Multi-Sports Complex, 
has just four fields, but the report 
said national benchmarks to bring 
significant-sized tournaments 
require 12 diamond fields or 16 

Sports tourism venues ranked in new study
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Runners take off at the start of last year’s Turkey Trot 5K at Highlands Hammock State Park.
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Ross Robertson and Merced Ammay in the Heartland 
Senior Games shuffleboard competition at the Sebring 
Recreation Club. VENUES | 10A

FEMA | 10A

State sees fewer 

than 1,900 new 

COVID cases
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