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Food pantry to get fundraising help
By JOHN GUERRA

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — When talking about 
feeding the hungry, most people 
picture homeless vagrants eating 
out of plastic bowls.

The truth is, most visitors to 
Florida food banks have spent all 
their money on rent and other 
living expenses.

“We have families, not just 
homeless individuals coming to 
our hot food program,” said Jane 
Breylinger, chairman of Hands for 

Homeless in Avon Park. “They are 
families who have shelter, but not 
enough food – especially in these 
times.

“They have enough to buy gas 
and insurance to drive back and 
forth to work at a minimum wage 
job, but nothing to pay for food.”

Hunger nonprofits in commu-
nities all over the country rely on 
local donations and volunteers to 
get food and other items to those 
who need it.

Hands for Homeless, launched 
four Aprils ago, uses the model of 

“local help from local sources.”
“We are a grassroots volunteer 

organization, what people donate 
locally goes to the mission here, 
and we help anyone who needs 
help.”

It’s a continuing challenge to 
fund its hot meal program, which 
runs three days a week; its food 
pantry is open Monday-Friday and 
must be restocked. The organiza-
tion’s community refrigerator on 
the outside of the center doors at 7 
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AdventHealth Sebring medical staff show off bags containing 
hygiene products and other items for the homeless they put 
together from donations.

School Board special meeting/workshop today
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The School Board of 
Highlands County will have a special 
meeting at 4 p.m. today to review/
discuss previously declined hardship 
out-of-zone transfer appeals pursuant 
to the School Board of Highlands 
County student assignment, enrollment 
and choice plan.

If a transfer request is not approved 
by the district’s Student Support 
Services Department, parents can 
appeal to the School Board.

Usually the denied transfer appeals 
are part of the regular School Board 

meeting. Typically there are two or three 
such appeals where a parent states the 
reason or reasons for wanting their 
child to attend a school other than their 
zoned school.

This is the first time the School Board 
is having a special meeting for the sole 
purpose of reviewing the previously 
denied transfer requests.

School Board Member Donna 
Howerton said that at a previous School 
Board meeting the parents had to stay 
quite late until they got to transfer 
appeals on the agenda.

Howerton checked her listing for 
the special meeting, which showed 13 
transfer appeals will be considered by 

the School Board. With this many it 
is best to address them at a separate 
meeting, she said.

Prior to the special meeting, the 
School Board will have a workshop at 
3 p.m. to review and discuss personnel 
allocations and budgets.

The budgets to be reviewed include: 
curriculum budgets, exceptional 
student education budgets and dis-
trict-wide software budgets.

The software budget totals nearly 
$1.7 million, which includes $246,000 
for curriculum from Florida Virtual 
School for Highlands Virtual School 
and $339,491 for i-Ready Math, an 
online math program, which provides 

students of all ages with differentiated 
instruction.

The fifth draft of the 2021-22 per-
sonnel allocations shows an increase 
of 71.3 total full-time positions from 
1,517.2 to 1,588.5. The number of 
school-level instructional positions 
increases by 36.4 from 806.6 to 843, 
according to the draft.

The number of school-level support 
positions would increase by 9.9 from 
328.6 to 338.5 and the number of dis-
trict support positions would increase 
by 8 from 73 to 81, according to the 
draft plan.

Most of the new positions are funded 
through the Federal CARES Act.

Garbage could 
see drop-off 

locations again
Kirouac: Hauler 

playing ‘catch-up’ with 
complaints

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — County Commission Chair 
Scott Kirouac, while talking with Sun ‘N 
Lake of Sebring supervisors, suggested 

Friday that the county could 
go back to recycling drop-
off locations.

If that would happen 
and how that would work 
depends greatly on how 
well the contract hauler, 
Waste Connections, makes 
a case for continuing to 
serve the county, Kirouac 
said. In conversation with 

the Highlands News-Sun, he said out-
of-state corporate leadership was not 
aware of how many times customers and 
the county had complained about local 
service.

That’s something the County 
Commission will want to discuss with 
hauler representatives at the first oppor-
tunity, Kirouac said, given the fact that 
the county and hauler are nearing the 
halfway point of a 10-year contract.

He told Sun ‘N Lake supervisors that he 
expects curbside recycling to continue for 
a while, although there is a big problem 
with contaminated loads, thanks to spot-
ty residents’ compliance with what can 
and what can not go into recycling bins.

When people run out of space in the 
95-gallon garbage bin, they use the 
65-gallon recycling bin, Kirouac said. 
That puts household garbage and non-re-
cyclable material into the recycling loads, 
spoiling them.

There have also been concerns raised 
by the fact that the county had to publish 
the maximum possible rate increase go-
ing into budget season, from the current 
$173 per household per year to as much 
as $240 per household, just to cover the 
losses the county has seen in its portion 
of the assessment.

With any increase in assessment, coun-
ty commissioners have said they want to 
see significant improvements in service 
from the hauler, since the contract had 
them go from collecting loads two days 

Habitat faces short labor, 
supply, funding

New protocols in place for volunteers, ReStore
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Habitat for Humanity in 
Highlands County has just completed 
three new homes when Wendy Kozma 
came on as executive director on July 
1, 2020.

From then until now, Habitat would 
just complete one more house, thanks 
to a year of labor shortages, supply 
difficulties and sparse shoppers and 
donors at the Habitat ReStore.

“It’s been a double whammy all the 
way around,” Kozma said Monday.

She hopes to build another four 
or five houses this year, and is inter-
viewing families who have applied. 
However, the organization — like 
Habitat affiliates all over the United 
States — is still reeling from the 
pandemic’s impact on their supply 
of volunteers, building materials and 
funding.

Other affiliates have sometimes had 
to spend money to hire contractors or 
temporarily close their ReStore reuse 
supplies and retail stores. Lumber 
prices, according to the National 
Association of Home Builders, have 
increased by more than 300% since 
April 2020, and demand for new 
homes and for supplies, whether for 
new construction or for renovation, 

have kept significantly higher than 
before the pandemic, according to the 
Associated Press.

Some affiliates have stockpiled from 
before price hikes went into effect. 
Highlands Habitat has stockpiles to 
help cope with supply fluctuations, 
Kozma said: There’s a six-month lead 
time to order windows. Construction 
Manager Frank Nelson said Highlands 
Habitat home building costs have 

gone up 33%, overall.
Nelson said their prefabricated 

wall panels, sandwiches of Styrofoam 
between plywood called “structurally 
insulated panel systems,” or “SIPS,” 
have changed from a single 8-foot-
by-20-foot panel to 4-foot-by-8-foot 
panels, because lumber producers 
have focused all efforts on the 

FILE PHOTO

Volunteers from the Highlands County Sheriff’s Office take on some landscaping chores during this year’s Day of Caring on April 20, 2021, at a 
new Habitat for Humanity home in Sebring. Starting in January, because of COVID-19 vaccinations, the local Habitat for Humanity affiliate was 
allowed by national officials to utilize local volunteers only.

FILE PHOTO

Volunteers helping with International Women Build Week in 2020, the first week of March, 
pause outside a Habitat for Humanity of Highlands County build site. Shortly after this photo, 
the local affiliate was not able to have such big groups at work sites, or even any groups until 
the COVID-19 pandemic subsided, one of the factors that has put building behind where it 
would be.
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