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Florida Forests need help

State Forest Awareness Month sees some areas struggling to regrow

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Four years ago last 
month, Hurricane Irma came through 
Highlands County and left hundreds of 
tons of debris that cost $15 million to 
clean up.

Three years ago, Hurricane Michael 
tore through the Panhandle and 
destroyed 2.8 million acres of forestland 
that included 71 million tons of timber 
worth $1.2 billion. While forests in the 
Heartland have recovered, forests there 
have not yet recovered, in part because 
timber growers operate on slim margins 
and decades-long timelines, according 
to the Florida Forest Service

The Forest Service would like to see 
damaged forests recover quickly, for 
many reasons, according to Senior 
Forester Calin Ionita, who has written 
on the subject as part of October being 
“State Forest Awareness Month.” In ad-
dition to helping maintain clean air and 
water, providing plants for traditional 
medicine and just providing a quiet, 
calm place to visit for good physical and 
mental health, good forests also help 
regulate the climate, she writes.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
reports that trees, through photosynthe-
sis, pull in carbon dioxide and water and 

use the sun’s energy to convert these 
into sugar for its own food. A byproduct 
of that process is oxygen, released by the 
tree and breathed in by humans. One 
large tree can produce enough oxygen 
each day for up to four people, the 
USDA states.

In addition, trees also store carbon 
dioxide in their wood, the USDA states, 
helping to clean the air and reduce the 
negative effects of having too much 
of the gas in the air. The Arbor Day 
Foundation states that a mature tree 
each year can absorb more than 48 
pounds of carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere.

Severe weather, such as heat waves, 
floods, droughts and wildfires have in-
creased each year, Ionita writes. Prior to 
the 20th century, logging cut out forests 
daily with no thought to sustainability 
or reforestation. Clear-cutting land 
for agriculture and development also 
reduced forest lands, she said.

One way to encourage Florida 
landowners to plant back trees and 
protect ones they have is through the 
Sequestering Carbon & Protecting 
Florida Land Program, explained at 
FDACS.gov/CarbonProgram. Funded 
by the state of Florida through the 
Florida Forest Service, a division of the 
Florida Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services, it’s designed to 
increase the acreage of healthy forests 
in Florida by providing incentives 
and guidance to Florida landowners 
to establish and/or maintain forest 
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Seedlings like this one can help build back 
Florida forests, whether lost to disaster or 
eyed for clearing for various human activ-
ities including development. The Florida 
Forest Service is trying to get more people 
interested in maintaining and reestablishing 
forests.
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Forests in the Panhandle struggle to grow back since Hurricane Michael ripped them apart three years ago. The Florida Forest Service has a 
program to help all landowners grow more forests while Congressman Darren Soto has introduced a bill to help timber growers recover losses 
after a disaster.

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — To put the 
American Recovery Plan 
Act (ARPA) funds to work, 
county officials have to 
put them in the proper 
accounts.

That’s what county 
commissioners have on 
their agenda for Tuesday 
morning. They are looking 
at moving $20.59 million 

to various accounts in the 
county budget, according 
to a resolution on the 
agenda.

Once they’ve done that 
budget amendment, they 
can start spending the 
money.

County commissioners 
recently approved a “road 
map” plan to spend the 
federal funds. It included 
two large infrastructure 
improvements: Sewer 

extensions and improved 
broadband internet access.

- A $1 million-project 
would run city of Sebring 
sewer lines down to 
George Boulevard and 
facilitate a $2.8 million ex-
pansion of the Emergency 
Operations Center — also 
on the list — which would 
provide better room for a 
large number of personnel 
during emergency acti-
vations — something the 

county can’t do on septic 
service.

- A $4.5 million project 
would help the county 
to start improving local 
broadband internet access, 
one project at a time, with 
another $1.25 million 
specifically to improve 
broadband access in 
Spring Lake Improvement 
District.

Highlands County 
Legislative Affairs and 

Grants Coordinator Liz 
Barber said the county 
will ultimately need 10 to 
20 times the $4.5 million 
amount — $45 million to 
$90 million — to provide 
broadband infrastructure 
to the whole county.

Other projects on that 
list would keep the county 
up with technology.

- A $1.66 million dis-
patch console upgrade 
would buy new equipment 

for the primary dispatch 
911 call center and move 
the current equipment to 
the backup dispatch cen-
ter, activated every time 
someone gets sick with 
COVID-19, to replace the 
backup center’s outmoded 
equipment.

- A $5 million hurricane 
shelter and civic center 
would provide greater 

County to vote on ARPA projects

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The School Board of 
Highlands County will consider an agree-
ment with Carnegie Learning for teacher 
training to boost math achievement at 
Hill-Gustat Middle School.

Based in Pittsburgh, Carnegie 
Learning’s proposal states that it is ex-
cited to partner with Hill-Gustat Middle 
School in order to develop dynamic 
math classrooms, where students are 
working with curiosity and owning their 
learning.

The “overarching goal” states it’s 
imperative that teachers move from 
the “what” of content to the “how” of 
high-quality instruction.

Carnegie Learning notes that math 
achievement at Hill-Gustat has been...
okay.

Classrooms are managed very well, 
but you have a vision of students doing 
the work of learning — talking, collab-
orating, thinking, taking risks in their 
learning, and becoming empowered to 
imagine a future that’s big.

To create your vision, you’ll focus on 
supporting your seven math teachers’ 
instructional strategies through in-class-
room support, planning instructional 
cycles, and creating dynamic learning 
environments.

Hill-Gustat can serve as a lighthouse 
to other campuses: a model for teaching 
and learning mathematics, Carnegie 
Learning stated in its proposal, which 
has a three-day per month option with a 
cost of $42,500 and a four-day per month 
option for $55,000.

Also, the Board will consider an agree-
ment with Behavior Analysis Consultants 
of Mid Florida, LLC, which provides be-
havior analytic consultation to families 
and programs that serve children and 
adults who display behavioral challenges 
of significant social concern.

Consultation may take the form of 
individualized and programmatic assess-
ment, program development, training, 
evaluation, and monitoring.

The Board will consider approval of 
the 2022-23 calendar, which would have 
teachers starting on Aug. 2 and the first 
day of school for students on Aug. 10. 
The 2022-23 school year would end for 
students on May 25.

The School Board will meet at 
5:30 p.m., Tuesday, in the Garland 
Boggus Board Room, 426 School St. in 
Sebring.

School Board 
to consider 

math program 
for HGMS
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An agreement with Carnegie Learning for math 
teacher training at Hill-Gustat Middle School 
will be considered by the School Board of 
Highlands County at its meeting at 5:30 p.m., 
Tuesday.

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — County 
administration and 
the Highlands County 
Professional EMS and 
Firefighters, Local 5147, have 
come to an agreement on a 
contract.

It goes before the Board of 
County Commissioners for a 
vote on Tuesday, according to 
the agenda published Friday 
by the Highlands County 

Clerk of Courts.
The contract, as presented, 

prohibits fire and emergency 
medical services personnel 
from striking, noting that the 
county and union subscribe 
to the principle that “differ-
ences shall be resolved by 
peaceful and appropriate 
means without interruption 
of work.”

Under the agreement, 
union employees’ various 
salaries and pay will increase 
by 2.5%, effective April 

1, 2022. Then, on Oct. 1, 
2022, the county will place 
all union members into 
the appropriate pay plan 
according to their classifi-
cation as emergency med-
ical technician, paramedic, 
firefighter/EMT, firefighter/
paramedic, Lieutenant/EMT 
or Lieutenant/paramedic.

Depending on the “steps” 
employees fall under, the 
rates of pay, as listed in the 
contract, are as follows:

- EMT — $37,811 to 

$50,815.
- Paramedic — $$52,391 to 

$80,048.
- Firefighter/EMT — 

$41,020 to $55,128.
- Firefighter/paramedic — 

$57,419 to $86,851.
- Lieutenant/EMT — 

$57,419 to $86,851.
- Lieutenant/paramedic — 

$63,160 to $98,402.
Annual leave, the contract 

states, will accrue during 

Commission to vote on EMS, firefighters’ contract
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