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Reiss: Free COVID testing offered this week
Reminder: Prepare for hurricanes

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County 
COVID-19 infections have hit a 45-day 
doubling rate, which is good, said 
Emergency Manager LaTosha Reiss.

It means sheltering-in-place mea-
sures have helped flatten the curve, she 
said, though she hopes the numbers 
will stay level and/or drop off instead of 
seeing a spike in infection cases.

“Just because things are reopening, 
we want to reiterate to people, that 

doesn’t mean that COVID(-19) has gone 
away,” Reiss said. “It just means we did 
what we were initially trying to do in 
flattening the curve.”

Numbers she reported to the Board of 
County Commission on Tuesday tallied 
107 cases in the county, with eight 
deaths. The numbers did not change 
for Wednesday [See related story and 
graphics on A3].

The number of people positive for the 
novel coronavirus has come down to 
3-4% of those tested, Reiss said, com-
pared with 20% or more several weeks 

ago. She said the number of tests given 
has gone up.

Hospital bed statistics have done “re-
ally well” over the last couple of weeks, 
Reiss said — at 50% rates — to make 
sure an influx of coronavirus patients 
doesn’t overwhelm hospital capacity.

“We’ve been trying to mine out the 
data, daily, of how many [patients] are 
actively in the hospital,” Reiss said of 
Highlands County’s 36 “hospitalized” 
coronavirus patients, “but that’s not 
something that DOH provides to us. 
That’s something we’re having to find 

out for ourselves.”
The number of currently-hospitalized 

patients is three, she said.
Additional testing local events 

have been scheduled by the Health 
Department for May, free to individuals 
18 years or older who would like to 
be tested, symptoms or not, with no 
insurance required. Testing is taking 
place today — Thursday, May 21 — 
from 5-7 p.m. at the Highlands County 
Health Department, 7205 South George 

County 
working up 
triggers for 
automatic  
burn ban

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — County fire and adminis-
tration officials have the go-ahead from 
county commissioners to work up an 
ordinance for an automatic burn ban.

Once in place, it would enact a burn 
ban once environmental conditions 
become severe enough, for long enough, 
to create a serious fire danger, said 
Highlands County Fire Rescue Chief Marc 
Bashoor.

He talked about two triggers, when 
asked by the Highlands News-Sun 
Tuesday outside the Board of County 
Commission meeting: soil conditions and 
weather conditions.

When the Keetch Byram Drought Index 
(KBDI) hits 550 or higher, as measured by 
the Florida Forest Service, Bashoor said 
vegetation has dried out enough to light 
easily. Florida usually hits that period for 
several days or weeks in a row from April 
to early June, when summer rains return. 
For the drought index to trigger a burn 
ban, he said, it would need to stay high 
for a sustained period.

At the meeting, Commission Chair Ron 
Handley suggested a three-day average, 
which Bashoor thought would be good.

Weather, the other trigger, would come 
into play when the National Weather 
Service issues a “red flag warning” for 
fire-prone conditions of low humidity, 
high heat and sustained winds.

For example — and only an example 
until he and other county emergency 
management officials can meet with 
County Attorney Joy Carmichael — 
Bashoor suggested that recent conditions 
of 10% humidity, 90-degree temperatures 
and winds of 20-30 mph make fire both 
likely and dangerous.

“I will work with Joy [Carmichael] on 
this,” Bashoor told the Highlands News-
Sun. “These two things are general [and] 
don’t need a whole lot of research.”

While the Forest Service measures the 
drought index and issues burn permits 
for large area or debris burns, Bashoor 
said the state agency leaves burn bans up 
to local jurisdictions.

However, Florida Forest Service looks 
into possible burn ban violations and 
decides whether or not to cite people.

Penalties can be a $500 fine and/or 60 
days in Highlands County Jail.

Typically, when residents are cooper-
ative, they don’t get cited, and if they are 
uncooperative, they do, Bashoor said. 
Again, that’s up to the Forest Service, he 
said.

Last week, he said, Forest Service 
officials issued no burn permits because 
of red flag conditions, and Highlands 
County was still under a burn ban. 
Highlands County’s burn ban went into 
effect April 16, but was due to end soon 
because soil conditions had improved.

Because it’s a local law, Bashoor had to 
announce 10 days ago that it was due to 

Nature Conservancy, partners 
protect biodiverse Rafter T Ranch

By Special to Highlands News-Sun
COURTESY OF THE NATURE CONSERVANCY

ORLANDO — The Nature 
Conservancy (TNC) and partners 
announce the protection of the critical 
and diverse landscapes of Rafter T 
Ranch, a working cattle ranch of more 
than 5,000 acres located along the 
eastern edge of the Lake Wales Ridge 
in Sebring.

This region of Central Florida is part 
of the Everglades watershed, contain-
ing some of the oldest natural habitats 
and most biodiverse lands in the state, 
and is critical to water supply to the 
Everglades and aquifer.

Home to imperiled and iconic plants 
and wildlife including the Florida 

panther, Florida black bear, bald eagle, 
swallow-tailed kite, Florida scrub-jay, 
southern fox squirrel, and roseate 
spoonbill, Rafter T Ranch connects 
to large tracts of protected lands to 
form a contiguous natural corridor in 
Highlands County.

For nearly a decade, the 
Conservancy has spearheaded a joint 
effort to safeguard the ranch from the 
pressure of potential development 
and preserve the ranch’s role as part 
of the connected corridor of essential 
lands that benefit wildlife and support 
water flow and storage. The property 
is bordered to the east by Arbuckle 
Creek, which flows southward to the 
28,000-acre Lake Istokpoga. With 
conservation easements on the ranch 

now in place to protect nearly the 
entire property, ranching operations 
will continue while development is 
prohibited in perpetuity.

The ranch has engaged in land 
management practices, water conser-
vation projects, and habitat restoration 
efforts over the years and is among 
several critical conservation lands 
owned, protected, or managed by the 
Conservancy in and around the region, 
including the Conservancy’s Disney 
Wilderness Preserve in Kissimmee, 
Tiger Creek Preserve in Babson Park, 
Saddle Blanket Scrub Preserve in 
Frostproof, and Venus Flatwoods 
Preserve in Venus.

COURTESY

A stream meandering through baygall-pine flatwoods habitat mosaic at Rafter T Ranch. © Wendy Mathews/The Nature Conservancy.

COURTESY

Wildlife and cattle at Rafter T Ranch — grazing land inundated with water from wet season with variety of wading birds. © Wendy Mathews/
The Nature Conservancy.
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