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By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — After a rough 
roll out for the COVID-19 
vaccine on Tuesday, the 
Highlands County Board of 
County Commissioners has 
made improvements that have 
streamlined the process.

Public Information Officer 
Gloria Rybinski said the main 
problems was, when people 
registered online on Monday, 

they saw a registration number 
but did not hit the “submit” 
button that was located at the 
bottom of the page. Individuals 
showed up on Tuesday assum-
ing they had appointments 
when they only had a registra-
tion number.

By Thursday, Rybinksi said 
some people waited as little as 
15 minutes in line to get to the 
registration table while at the 
peak of business, the total time 
from entry to exit was about an 

hour and 45 minutes.
The county’s Emergency 

Management Manager LaTosha 
Reiss said they are beta testing 
new computer software in the 
county’s efforts to be more 
user-friendly. The new software 
could roll out as early as today 
but, she said they want to test 
it as much as possible to make 
sure it does what they want it 
to.

County makes improvements at POD
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A patient gets a COVID-19 vaccination at the county’s point of distribution at 
the Lakeshore Mall.

By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County had 
a better day in terms of new COVID-19 
cases and positivity but not in deaths 
when the Florida Department of Health 
COVID reports came out on Saturday.

Highlands County had 35 new cases 
of coronavirus. That may not sound like 
good news but considering in the past 
week the county has seen a record-set-
ting day of 105 cases followed by 95 
cases, 35 new cases sounds much better.

Highlands County’s total cases has 
risen to 5,492. The FDOH COVID-19 
Data and Surveillance Dashboard shows 
residents make up 5,434 of the cases and 
58 non-residents make up the rest of the 
cases. The daily median age was 41 on 
Saturday with an overall median age of 
52.

Over the past seven days, Highlands 
County has had 414 cases. The average 
daily cases is 59.14. There were three 
deaths reported since Friday’s report. 
The death toll has climbed to 217.

There were 434 tests processed for the 
day. The tests and new cases resulted 
in a positivity rate of 7.6%, which is the 
lowest since Dec. 26.

Highlands has had 456 hospitaliza-
tions, or 8% of all cases. The Agency for 
Health Care Administration reported 
68 people diagnosed with coronavirus 
as the primary diagnosis. AHCA also 
showed the ICU bed census as 24 with 
six beds available.

Long-term care facilities have had 513 
cases of COVID, which is 9% of all cases. 
Highlands County has had 56 COVID-19 
deaths from residents and staff at long-
term care facilities. Corrections has risen 
to 81 cases.

FDOH reported 55 vaccinations on 
Jan. 8 with six people completing the 
second dose to finish the vaccination 
series. There have been 1,563 vaccines 
given overall and 12 of those people 
received both doses to complete the set.

Statewide, there were 15,445 new cases 
reported on Saturday. Florida has now 
seen 1,464,697 cases of infection. The 
report shows 1,438,579 residents have 
been infected and 26,118 non-residents 
have been diagnosed.

Florida has seen a total of 23,153 
deaths with 22,804 residents and 346 
non-resident deaths attributed to 
coronavirus. There were 140,344 tests 
processed with 125,223 negative results, 
according to Saturday’s report.

The United States reported a record 
310,080 new cases, according to the 
COVID Tracking Project’s Friday eve-
ning report. There were 2,137,494 tests 
processed for the day.

There were an additional 3,777 deaths 
and 131,889 hospitalizations, leaving 
the seven-day averages for cases, deaths 

County sees 
better COVID day

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Sebring lost a pio-
neer in both the local Girl Scouts of 
America and the University of Florida 
Fightin’ Gator Marching Band on 
Wednesday night.

The community also lost one of 
dogs’ best friends and a grin with 
pure childlike delight that Sophy Mae 
Mitchell Jr. shared with everyone she 
met, whether she’d come to love you 
or not, although she usually would.

Mitchell died at home Wednesday 
night at the age of 89, leaving behind a 
15-year-old pup named “Misty” and a 
legacy of finding homes for orphaned 
animals for at least 21 years.

Officially, Mitchell retired from 
animal rescue in 2016 when she lost 
a bid for an exception to let her keep 
kennels at her Crescent Drive home 
in spite of city zoning. Unofficially, 
according to friends, she still trapped 
and adopted out stray cats, including 
those that once lived in the now-de-
molished Hotel Nan-ces-o-wee.

Patty Dumont of Sebring Angels, a 
local animal rescue, said Mitchell had 
reached out to her recently to ask her 

to make sure her cats were cared for.
“She really had a life of service,” 

Dumont said.
Diana Albritton, another friend 

and founder of Knotty Girl, a local 
charity for breast cancer awareness 
and recovery, said everyone loved 
Mitchell, and she loved them. Though 
her health had declined and she had 
become more confused in the last 
couple of years, it never seemed to get 
her down, Albritton said.

“Sophy Mae always had her home 
and heart open to help everyone, and 
[was] very dedicated to the forgotten 
dogs and cats in the community,” 
Albritton said. “I can still see her 
homemade flyers she would make 
to raise funds and offer adoption 
information.”

Mitchell’s animal rescue started in 
1995, when she found and brought 
home two stray dogs from St. Croix. 
Albritton remembered her at Lunch 
Club Wednesday, a ladies networking 
club, and the Sebring Area Chamber 
of Commerce monthly networking 
lunches, prior to the pandemic. 
Scarcely taller than five feet, Mitchell 
held the floor telling people of the 
animals she had for adoption with the 
biggest, brightest smile.

“I will miss that grin,” Dumont said. 
“She had the pure delight of a child.”

Mitchell could remember when Girl 
Scouts of America was a new thing in 
Highlands County. The organization 

didn’t arrive locally until the late 1920s 
when the founder and Mitchell’s 
mother, Sophy Mae Mitchell Sr., 
started getting a troop going before 
her daughter was of age to join.

“My mother founded the Girl 
Scouts in Sebring,” Mitchell told the 
Highlands News-Sun in 2017. “I was 
born in 1931 and I grew up in Girl 
Scouts. With Sebring being a small 
town, Girl Scouts was our way of life. 
Social activities were things that you 
could walk to and where your parents 
knew you were going to be safe.”

Soon after founding a troop, the 
Girl Scouts of Highlands County got 
approval for a WPA-built Girl Scout 
house in 1939 that was still in oper-
ation three years ago, but fell into 
disrepair after Hurricane Irma and sits 
closed surrounded by county govern-
ment buildings.

Before that happened, however, the 
county had to remove an old sidewalk 
inscribed with names of local Girl 
Scouts and their leaders. Members of 
Troop 773 copied the names through 
paper rubbings then re-etched them 
into a new sidewalk when it was 
poured on July 3, 2014.

Mitchell rewrote her mother’s name 
alongside scouts and public officials 
who helped rewrite the other names.

“Sophy never had a short story,” 
Albritton added, noting that one of 

Pets’ best friend dies
Sophy Mae 
Mitchell Jr., 
89, passes 
at home
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Sophy Mae Mitchell Jr., at age 84, gets kissed by one of six pit bull puppies that stayed with 
her at her Crescent Drive home in Sebring in 2016 while she found them homes. After 21 
years of rescuing animals, she retired that year, sort of. Her home wasn’t zoned for dog 
kennels, but she continued rescuing and adopting out homeless cats. She died Wednesday 
night at home at age 89.
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Sophy Mae Mitchell Jr. and her dog, Misty, 
enjoy a Halloween costume brought to them 
by Patty Dumont, who visited with Sophy 
while she was in long-term care this past 
year. ‘She thought that was the cat’s meow,’ 
Dumont said.
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Avon Park

800 West Main St.

863.453.6000

Lake Placid

600 U.S. Hwy 27 N.

863.699.1300

Sebring

320 U.S. Hwy 27 N.

863.386.1300

Sun ‘n Lake

5033 U.S. Hwy 27 N.

863.386.1322

Locally Owned, Community Minded

www.heartlandnb.com  
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Looking for a bank with a positive approach? Bank with Heartland as a 

refreshing alternative. We’re here to find solutions for your business! 
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