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School Board, partners to provide low-cost ECG tests for athletes
By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Student athletics with the School Board 
of Highlands County will be able to get a very low cost 
physical and ECG/electrocardiogram through a proposed 
partnership between Who We Play For, AdventHealth and 
the School Board.

At its meeting at 5:30 p.m. today, the School Board will 
consider a contract with Who We Play For.

Garrett Roberts spoke to the School Board recently 
about the importance of athletes getting an ECG and 
the efforts of Who We Play For to make it affordable for 
families.

“I’m extremely grateful that the School Board is taking 
steps to protect student athletes who have undiagnosed 

and potentially deadly heart-related 
conditions,” Roberts said Monday. “Sudden 
cardiac arrest is the ‘number one’ cause of 
deaths of student athletes and the ‘number 
one’ cause of death on school campuses in 
the U.S.

“The partnership between the School 
Board, Who We Play For, and AdventHealth 
has created a program that will provide our 
student athletes high quality heart screen-
ings and physicals to ensure the safety of 

our student athletes in Highlands County.”
Roberts is the general counsel for the Highlands County 

Sheriff’s Office.
District Director of Safety & Security Timothy Leeseberg 

noted the Florida High School Athletic Association has 

recommended for years an EKG, ECG and/or cardio stress 
test.

The School Board was approached by a group called 
“Who We Play For” with a proposal of AdventHealth 
conducting physicals and EKG’s for student athletes.

The cost would be $20 to the athlete’s family. This was 
in large part due to a partnership between Who We Play 
For and AdventHealth, Leeseberg said.

AdventHealth would work with the schools to set up 
days to have the physicals and EKG’s completed at the 
schools.

In 2014 Who We Play For (WWPF) was established as 
a 501 c3 (non-profit) and began partnering with schools 
across the state of Florida and six other states, to provide 

Sunday crash  
claims one life

By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — A single 
vehicle crash in the early 
morning hours on Sunday 
claimed the life of a 
24-year-old Sebring man. 
The unnamed man was a 
passenger in a sedan that 
wrecked on DeSoto City 
Road and Roanoke Street 
about 2:39 a.m. The next 
of kin was notified.

Florida Highway Patrol 
preliminary reports do 
not include names of 
those involved in crashes 
nor the makes and mod-
els of the vehicles.

According to the FHP 
report, the vehicle was 
driven by a 28-year-old 

female, also from Sebring. 
The vehicle was traveling 
southbound on DeSoto 
Road when it left the 
roadway and collided into 
a concrete pole. The pas-
senger was pronounced 
dead at the scene.

The report shows the 
woman was wearing a 
seat belt and her passen-
ger was not.

There have been 
16 traffic fatalities on 
Highlands County 
roadways so far this 
year, according to unof-
ficial records kept by the 
Highlands News-Sun. 
Prior to Sunday, the last 
fatality was on July 4 on 
State Road 66 near Sparta 
Road in Sebring.

County’s COVID 
positivity rate on 

the rise once more
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

The number of 
COVID-19 cases in 
Florida increased sharply 
with the release of the 
weekly update by the 
Florida Department of 
Health on Friday. There 
were 23,697 new resident 
cases for the seven-day 
period of July 2-8. Based 
on previous holidays, 
new infections that were 
contracted during the 
Fourth of July holiday will 
begin to show next week.

The 23,697 is the high-
est weekly count since 
April and a 7,666 increase 
from the previous week.

The state’s positivity 
rate took a massive jump, 
climbing to 7.8%, which 
is a 50% increase from the 
5.2% seen the previous 
week. There are 12 states 
with higher positivity 
rates than what Florida 
reported, with Kansas, 
Alabama and Arkansas 
each above 20%.

FDOH reported 32 new 
COVID-19 deaths as of 
Friday. The cumulative 
resident total of 38,157 is 
172 more than the 37,985 
reported the previous 
week.

Highlands County 
showed 67 new cases for 
the seven-day period, 
which is 20 more than 
the 47 new cases report-
ed the previous week. 
The county’s new case 

positivity rate was 8.6%, 
up from the previous rate 
of 6.6%.

Nearby, Hardee County 
saw 45 new cases for the 
same seven-day period 
and had a 22.2% posi-
tivity rate, while DeSoto 
County had 14 new cases 
and a 5.5% positivity rate. 
There were just three new 
cases in Glades County, 
Okeechobee County saw 
30 new cases with a 9.1% 
positivity rate, while Polk 
County had an increase 
of 687 cases and an 8.7% 
positivity rate.

There were 257 peo-
ple vaccinated in the 
county – down from 
333 the previous week 
– and 48,679 people in 
Highlands County have 
been vaccinated in total, 
which is 46.3% of the 
county’s population.

Statewide, there were 
207,089 people vaccinat-
ed, which continued a 
downward trend in the 
number of vaccines given 
each week.

The downward vaccina-
tion trend isn’t unique to 
Florida, as the seven-day 
average in the U.S. is just 
506,771, which is the low-
est it’s been since early 
January when vaccine 
availability was an issue 
for many people. At the 
current rate it will take 
nine additional months 
to vaccinate 75% of the 

County Connections

Protecting the county’s natural resources
By Special to Highlands News-Sun

HIGHLANDS COUNTY BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS

Editor’s note: Want to know more about the people 
who work in the county government, serving us, the 
residents? The Highlands County Board of County 
Commissioners will provide regular stories and photos 
to help educate us on the jobs and challenges that 
each of the county departments face.

SEBRING — Protecting Highlands County’s natural 
resources is a team effort. County staff works to pre-
serve environmental benefits that our lands provide.

On a bright, sunny day during the summer 
months, you usually see boaters out on any of the 
local lakes. But you may not know that one of those 
boats may be occupied by county staff from the 
Natural Resources division.

Natural Resources is under the umbrella of the 
Road and Bridge department. It has a staff of three, 
who are responsible for managing and maintaining 
the natural resources of the county, including water 
bodies, conservation lands, natural habitat and 
restoration.

The nuts and bolts: They handle numerous respon-
sibilities, including:

- assisting all agencies with research quality data in 
monitoring, public education, and management of 
our water quality and aquatic ecosystem;

- supporting University of Florida’s LakeWatch 
program with monthly sampling and training of 
citizen participants to support long-term monitoring;

- conducting Lake Vegetation Indexes via 
Department of Environmental Protection on pub-
lic-access lakes in the county to monitor and analyze 
trends;

- coordinating with Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission in studies on native vegetation planting 
on our water bodies;

- monitoring and surveying nesting of ospreys on 
Lake Istokpoga to provide the data and information 
with agencies involved in lake management; and

- participating in several watershed studies and 
best management practices implementations with 
South Florida Water Management District and 
Southwest Water Management District – this helps 
protect and sustain waters throughout the county.

“The Natural Resources division is small relative to 
other [county] departments,” Dawn Ritter, Natural 
Resources lakes manager, said. “However, the respon-
sibilities we assume are extremely important to the 
quality of life of Highlands County residents.”

On a recent Wednesday in June, Natural Resources 
staff members JD Foster and Mike McMillian 
launched a boat onto Lake Adelaide in Avon Park 
to conduct a Lake Vegetation Index. An LVI is one 
assessment tool used to evaluate and measure the 
condition of a lake’s well-balanced plant community. 
Using the tool supports Florida’s water quality stan-
dards and Florida’s impaired water rules in the public 
lakes within the county. An impaired lake is one that 
has problems with plant quality, water quality, or 
both.

“Meaning the lake is not functioning like it should, 

and it may have a pollutant affecting the plant and 
water quality, such as a fertilizer,” McMillian said. 
When a lake is impaired, algae blooms can occur, he 
said.

When conducting an LVI, Foster and McMillian 
are looking at what percentage of plants are native 
and non-native, which plants are dominant, and 
which ones are sensitive and are more susceptible 
to be adversely affected by human intrusion, people, 
houses, septic tanks, etc. On Lake Adelaide, to look at 
the plant types the lake may have, the lake is divided 
into 12 sectors and Foster and McMillian examine 
four of the sectors during the LVI.

“What we are doing is finding out what plants can 
tell you about that lake,” McMillian said. As part of 
their work while out on the water, they use a tool 
called a frotus. Foster quipped how the name rhymes 
with “throw this,” and that really is a good way to 
describe the tool.

A frotus is a lake weed remover. You just throw it 
into your lake and simply pull it back to slice through 
weeds and other debris as it scrapes along the lake 
bed. Foster and McMillian use it to pull up aquatic 
plants for specimen cataloguing.

They also spend time along the shore line, climb-
ing out of the boat and identifying aquatic plants by 
sight, touch and smell. Many times, you hear Foster 
say, “Ohh, look at that,” as they pass plant samples 
back and forth for inspection.

“I don’t think people realize the diversity our lakes 
have until you start going out and really getting into 
them,” Foster said.

Staff also manage the wildlife and habitat for two 
county-owned conservation lands – the Sun ’N Lake 
Preserve, a 1,350-acre property in Sebring, and the 
Grassy Lake Scrub, a 55-acre property in Lake Placid.

“We thoroughly enjoy working in a natural re-
source gold mine such as Highlands County,” Ritter 
said.

COURTESY PHOTOGRAPH/HIGHLANDS COUNTY BCC

Natural Resources Tech J.D. Foster reaches into the water of 
Lake Adelaide to pull up aquatic plants that skim the surface 
of the lake during a Lake Vegetation Index survey staff 
performed in June.

COURTESY PHOTOGRAPH/HIGHLANDS COUNTY BCC

Natural Resources Tech J.D. Foster pilots a boat and looks out 
over Lake Adelaide in Avon Park during a Lake Vegetation 
Index survey staff performed in June.

Fatality is 16th this year
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Environmental Specialist Mike McMillian prepares to throw a 
frotus, a lake weed remover, into the waters of Lake Adelaide 
in June. Staff uses the tool to pull up aquatic plants for spec-
imen cataloguing.
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