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CARES into the community
County approves 11 of 26 community projects

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands 
County commissioners 
have approved 11 of 
the 26 applications 
for community pro-
grams through the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act funds.

Legislative Affairs 

/ Grant Coordinator 
Sydney Armstrong said 
that would account for 
$163,350 of the $250,000 
allocated to that part of 
the program.

She said this is just for 
Phase 1 of the program. 
She and other staff mem-
bers plan to reach out to 
the remaining applicants 
and get more informa-
tion on their proposals’ 

tie-in to the COVID-19 
pandemic, and possibly 
fund them in Phase 2.

Among the first round 
of approvals, whether 
funded in part or in full, 
are proposals by:

- Lake Placid Camp 
and Conference Center 
to distribute food 
and sanitary items 
countywide.

- Hope Haven 

Transitional Housing for 
more supplies for the 
additional rooms needed 
to handle homelessness 
created by the pandemic 
impact to the local 
economy.

- Avon Park Seventh 
Day Adventist Church to 
distribute supplies.

- Mt. Zion Christian COURTESY PHOTO/HIGHLANDS COUNTY BOARD OF 
COUNTY COMMISSION

Sydney Armstrong speaks at Tuesday’s meeting.

Highlands 
has 2 more 
COVID-19 

deaths
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The death toll from 
COVID-19 in Highlands County 
is now 69 with two more reported 
deaths in Wednesday’s update from 
the Florida 
Department 
of Health.

The total 
number of 
virus cases 
in Highlands 
County 
increased by 23 to 1,846. Currently 
there are 22 hospitalized in 
Highlands due to the coronavirus.

Statewide there were 2,402 new 
COVID-19 cases for a total of 
633,442 and 127 more resident 
deaths for a total of 11,501 Florida 
resident deaths. There have been 
150 non-resident deaths in the 
state.

Currently in Florida there are 
3,516 people hospitalized with pri-
mary diagnoses of COVID-19, the 
respiratory disease caused by the 
coronavirus. That was a decrease of 
107 who were hospitalized from the 
Tuesday count.

Previous day testing results show 
in Highlands for 125 tests there 
were seven positives for a positive 
rate of 5.6%, which is right at the 
state rate of 5.62% out of 45,848 
test results on Tuesday.

Among the Heartland counties, 
Hardee County had the highest 
previous day positive rate of 8.16%.

In Highlands, the age range of 
25-34 has the most cases with 305, 
followed by 279 in the 45-54 range 
and 280 in the 55-64 age range.

There have been 304 cases 
in long-term care facilities in 
Highlands and 58 virus cases in 
correctional facilities.

Statewide there have been 4,811 
deaths of residents and staff mem-
bers of long-term care facilities.

In the Wednesday update of virus 
data, the following counties had 
deaths of people who tested pos-
itive for COVID-19: Bay, Brevard, 
Broward, Charlotte, Citrus, Collier, 
Miami-Dade, Duval, Escambia, 
Gulf, Hernando, Highlands, 
Hillsborough, Indian River, Lake, 
Lee, Leon, Madison, Manatee, 
Marion, Nassau, Okaloosa, 
Okeechobee, Orange, Osceola, Palm 
Beach, Pasco, Pinellas, Polk, Santa 
Rosa, Sarasota, St. Johns, St. Lucie, 
Sumter, Suwannee and Volusia 
counties.

In the United States there have 
been 6,088,187 virus cases and 
185,123 deaths.

Worldwide there have been 
25,836,032 cases and 858,436 
deaths.

County commissioners discuss masks

No change made as all numbers down, except deaths
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — As promised, county 
commissioners discussed a mask 
mandate Tuesday after the latest 
update of the COVID-19 situation.

However, county commissioners will 
keep things as they are, with no man-
date. Emergency Manager LaTosha 
Reiss reported most numbers are in 
decline, except for deaths — 26 in the 
last two weeks.

“That’s the only point of bad news,” 
Reiss said.

Looking at numbers released by 
the Florida Department of Health on 
Monday, Reiss said Highlands County 
has seen a jump in the number of 
cases among 25-34-year-olds, making 
it the largest infected demographic 
group.

Speakers from the floor raised con-
cerns about another group: Students 
and teachers at local schools.

“I’m glad to see you continuing to 
look at the issue and not close it out,” 
said Margaret Hamilton, who praised 
commissioners for readdressing the 
issue, asked if the county could report 
regularly on COVID-19 cases at local 
schools, as well.

Both Reiss and Commission Chair 
Ron Handley said that information 
would need to come from the school 
board. Reiss said some data is protect-
ed personal health information and 
she probably would only get names of 
schools, not numbers of patients.

Hamilton suggested that infor-
mation published in the Highlands 
News-Sun had to be public record and 
clear to publish. Reiss said she prob-
ably could get information from the 
Florida Department of Health, but also 
suggested that local school COVID-19 
data might have errors or fluctuations.

Anything would be good, said 
Hamilton.

Michelle Gresham said parents told 
her they only learned of cases in the 
schools through the newspaper.

“I’ve had teachers reach out to me 
that are pretty scared to go to school,” 
Gresham said.

Reiss said she would do her best to 
get information out there.

Skip Adams, a 40-year resident and 
business owner, thanked the county 
commission for taking the governor’s 
lead on the matter, with which he also 
agrees.

“I am in opposition to the mask 
[mandate],” Adams said. “I like to 
see the decision made up to the 
individual. I’ve felt that way from the 
beginning.”

Summer Sodrel, small business own-
er and mother of four, ages 2 to 15, 
said she was “100% against” a man-
date, and thought their kids’ schools 
had been “wonderful” about teaching 
cleanliness and sanitization.

She said her family had visited 
places with mask mandates, and her 
children would touch their face more 
wearing a mask than they would 
without a mask.

“I felt they were subjecting them-
selves to more germs by wearing that 

mask,” Sodrel said.
Hamilton also asked what plans the 

county has to educate winter residents 
on COVID-19 practices and how best 
to have, or not have social gatherings. 
Reiss said the county “pushes out” 
materials constantly, but suggested 
visiting the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention online for 
social gathering protocols.

When Hamilton pressed the subject 
further, Commissioner Don Elwell 
suggested she talk with Highlands 
County Public Information Officer 
Gloria Rybinski.

“I know there have been efforts put 
out so far,” Elwell said.

Gresham and Elwell then debated 
how winter residents’ arrival might 
change COVID-19 numbers.

“All these numbers, I hate to say it, 
are a mixed bag for accuracy, at best,” 
Elwell said. “However, we have to use 
them for trending. [We’re] trying to 
use them as best we can and take in 
seasonality as best we can.”
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A county-by-county national database and COVID-19 dashboard at www.arcgis.com lists High-
lands County as ‘spreading,’ surrounded by counties that are marked ‘epidemic.’ Emergency 
Manager LaTosha Reiss said other than 26 deaths in two weeks, Highlands’ COVID-19 numbers 
are getting better, and county commissioners point to this reason for not mandating masks.
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