
By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — Highlands County 
Sheriff Paul Blackman seeks increases 
over the next two years totaling more 
than $1 million, in the payment for law 
enforcement services, from the City of 
Avon Park.

In November, Blackman informed the 
council about the cost of providing ser-
vices to the city. He sought a $1.1 mil-
lion increase in the annual agreement 
with the city.

At the time, Blackman offered a 
presentation on his department’s 
cost for service to the City of Avon 
Park, stating he needs to allocate 

more deputies 
from 19 to 27. This 
would change the 
city’s payment from 
about $1.4 million to 
$2.5 million per year.

After meeting 
with Blackman, 
City Manager Mark 
Schrader provided 
the City Council with 
an update on its con-
tract agreement with 
the Highlands County 
Sheriff ’s Office.

Mayor Garrett Anderson said 
Blackman has agreed to a “stepped 
approach” to increasing the city’s 

annual fee for law enforcement 
services to get to the point that he 
originally requested from the city.

The increase the first year, fis-
cal year 2021-22, would be about 
$742,000 and then an additional 
increase of about $500,000 for 2022-
23, he said.

Obviously, it can be negotiated, but 
at the last council meeting Blackman 
attended it seemed he wouldn’t 
negotiate on the price, but possibly 
on how the increase would be phased 
in, Anderson said.

“It is a blessing that he is willing 
to do a step at all, but nevertheless it 
is quite an increase that will have to 
be raised through taxation of some 

sort – the ad valorem or increased fire 
assessment or etc., etc.,” he said.

Typically, the council would start 
discussing its budget in late July and 
try to finish it by the end of August, 
with the fiscal year starting Oct. 1, 
Anderson said.

Councilwoman Brenda Gray 
thanked the Sheriff ’s Office for 
working with the city and providing 
the opportunity to get the funds.

“We know that the funds are 
needed because we want the services 
and we know that the services are 
needed,” she said. “I really appreciate 
him [Blackman] working with us to 
offer us the opportunity to do what 
we need to do.”
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Closing 
for 

holiday
The Highlands News-Sun will 

close its office early Friday and 
will be closed Monday in honor 
of Memorial Day. The office, at 
321 N. Ridgewood Drive, will 
close at 3 p.m. Friday. The office 
will reopen at 8 a.m. Tuesday. 
For inquiries regarding newspa-
per delivery, call 863-385-6155.

GRAY

School Board opts for mask optional policy
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Wearing a face mask is now optional in 
Highlands District Schools with the School Board removing 
the mask requirement for bus riders and students in transi-
tion at the secondary level.

At Tuesday’s School Board meeting, Deputy 
Superintendent Andrew Lethbridge said looking ahead for 
summer school and the next school year, they are bringing 
forth having face masks being optional for students on 
school buses and students in transition (changing classes/
moving about the school), which was mandatory.

School Board Members Donna Howerton and Jan Shoop 
were absent from the meeting, but Lethbridge said he had 

spoken to Howerton that day who said she heard there was 
a whole group at one school that wasn’t going to wear masks 
on the last day of school (today) in protest. She suggested 
making the change to optional effective the night of the 
School Board meeting.

Highlands County Health Department Interim Health 
Officer Tiffany Collins said, “I know teachers, staff, parents, 
have worked really hard to keep the kids healthy this year.”

Collins provided statistics to help the board decide what it 
wants to do.

There have been 2.3 million Floridians infected with 
COVID-19 and just over 36,000 COVID-related deaths.

In Highlands County there have been 8,640 Florida 

Sheriff offers AP 2-year plan to up its payment

County sees 
12 new COVID 

cases
Staff Report

Highlands County saw 12 new cases of 
COVID-19, according to Tuesday’s num-
bers released by the Florida Department 
of Health. This was the largest increase 
since Friday and second largest in the 
last two weeks. Four of the new cases 
were children between ages 5-14.

The 12 new cases bring the county’s 
total to 8,749, with 8,652 being resident 
cases and the remaining 97 non-resident 
cases.

There were 191 resident tests pro-
cessed on Tuesday, with the 12 positive 
tests, which yielded a positivity rate 
of 6.28% for the day, the largest since 
Friday.

The state is showing an increase of 
one death for the county, which puts the 
total at 365.

The state shows there were 106 
vaccines given in the county on Tuesday, 
although it typically takes several days 
for all of the numbers to come in from 
various locations.

So far, there have been 45,738 people 
in the county vaccinated, according to 
FDOH. There have been 11,727 people 
who have received the first dose and 
34,011 who have gotten both shots in the 
series.

In the state, there was an increase 
of 2,327 cases, bringing the total to 
2,316,142 cases. There have been 
2,272,898 cases involving residents and 
43,244 non-resident cases.

The state processed 66,112 resident 
tests and had 63,785 negative tests, 
which resulted in a positivity rate of 
3.54%, making it two straight weeks with 
a positivity rate under 5%.

There were an additional 147 deaths 
reported, which raises the overall total 
to 37,382, of which 36,647 have been 
resident deaths and 735 have been 
non-resident deaths.

Vaccinations in the state were the low-
est they have been in the last two weeks, 
with FDOH reporting 32,920 doses given 
on Tuesday, although that number will 
likely increase some over the next few 
days.

There have now been 10,123,898 mil-
lion people in Florida vaccinated, with 
8,091,013 having received both doses 
and 2,032,885 people having received 
the first dose.

The U.S. is approaching the 50% 

CDC sets new guidelines for 
domestic travel

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Now that you’ve gotten 
vaccinated against COVID-19, you’ve 
talked about that vacation you haven’t 
had in more than a year.

How do you do that and continue 
staying safe from the pandemic? 
Being fully vaccinated, with a vac-
cine recognized by the World Health 
Organization, you can travel safely 
within the United States and U.S. ter-
ritories with no problem. The Centers 
For Disease Control and Prevention 
has a set of travel guidelines for you 
and for those who aren’t fully vaccinat-
ed yet.

Of course, those traveling in their 
own personal vehicles surrounded by 
friends and family who have tested 
negative and have been fully vaccinat-
ed will have fewer concerns, as long as 
they remember to mask up, wash up, 
and social distance around crowds or 
other people.

As more people get vaccinated, CDC 
officials will send out new recommen-
dations. In general, if you have been 
exposed to COVID-19, feel sick, test 
positive and/or are awaiting results 
from a COVID-19 test, do not travel at 

all — especially not with someone who 
is sick.

What follows are a few travel tips 
to add to your “what-to-pack” and 
“how-to-behave” travel checklists, with 
advice for those who have had a full 
vaccination and those who have not.

While in transit

Airlines, bus lines, cruise lines, trains 
and other forms of mass/public transit 

will still require people to wear masks 
going into, out of or within the U.S. It’s 
the same for transportation hubs, like 
airports, train stations. ports and bus 
depots.

If a state or local government has 
recommendations and/or require-
ments for wearing a mask or social 
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Whether or not you have a full vaccination against COVID-19, pack along travel tips from the Centers For Disease Control and Prevention to 
prevent accidentally packing COVID-19 as added baggage when you go, or as an unwelcome souvenir on your return.
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