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Guy S. Johnson, a pastor from outside Highlands County, posted 
this message on VisitSebring’s social media page in response to 
posts on County Commissioner Arlene Tuck’s page. Tuck claims 
she was hacked. To date, VisitSebring officials said they haven’t 
seen other posts like Johnson’s.

AP increases property tax rate
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — By a 3-2 vote, the Avon Park City 
Council increased the property tax rate from .3 mills 
to 1.0 mills.

Deputy Mayor Stanley Spurlock and Councilwoman 
Brenda Gray voted against the motion to increase the 
property tax rate.

He likes to be conservative on Council matters, 
Spurlock said.

Spurlock said Wednesday he didn’t want to increase 
the property tax rate because people are hurting now 
due to the coronavirus.

Councilman Jim Barnard said Tuesday, for the 

average homeowner, the 
City’s property tax will be less 
than $30 per year, so that is 
not really much of a differ-
ence. For those with a really 
expensive home it may be 
$100 to $200 per year.

“We needed to build up a 
reserves a little bit as well as 

hire some more people and get some new vehicles,” 
he said. “If we get these people the City will be a lot 
cleaner and neater and well kept and it will make the 
citizens very proud of where they live.

“I know it is a pretty big jump from where it has 
been, but also the tax rate that we had previously was 

ridiculously low. I think we were the third lowest tax 
rate in the state of Florida and a couple of those were 
cities with 500 residents.”

It is reasonable, they went to 1 mill instead of 2 mills 
and the City should be able to sustain that for hope-
fully years to come, Barnard said.

Finance Director Jim Zimolzak said a tax rate of 1.35 
mills was needed as the “break-even point” for the 
2020-21 budget.

Barnard said that was his suggestion. His job is to 
figure out was is best financially for the City in his 
opinion and to make sure there is sufficient reserves.

Zimolzak did a great job for the City, Barnard said. 

BARNARD

Fallout?

TDC, chambers have had little over posts
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The 
morning after a racial-
ly-charged post appeared 
on County Commissioner 
Arlene Tuck’s social media 
page, a man with friends 
and family in the area 
promised to boycott the 
county.

“While I have friends 
and loved ones who 
reside in Highlands 
County, I won’t be coming 
to spend money in your 
county any time soon,” 
wrote Guy S. Johnson, a 
pastor, on the social me-
dia page for VisitSebring.

“I don’t feel I’m wel-
come there, simply based 

on what one of your 
elected officials (Arlene 
Tuck) posts on her social 
media accounts,” Johnson 
continued. “Know that 
the world is watching and 
that many people make 
their displeasure known 
with their dollars.”

The Highlands 
News-Sun obtained a 

screenshot of the post on 
Sept. 24, the morning af-
ter Tuck’s page displayed 
a racially-charged post.

Tuck told the Highlands 
News-Sun she had no 
knowledge of the post, 
suspects her Facebook 
account was hacked and 
took it down after learn-
ing about it from others.

The post in question, 
white letters on a purple 
background, stated, “If 
Blacks now have their 
own National Anthem 
then they need their own 
welfare system paid for 
by Rich Black Athletes.”

Although it was deleted 
from her page, screen-
shots of the post were 
received by the Highlands 
News-Sun Wednesday 
night.

A post to Tuck’s page at 
10:53 a.m. Sept. 24 said, “I 
have been hacked. I will 
be off facebook (sic) until 
it can get straightened 
out. Please believe me 
when I say I did not post 

State sees 
fewer than 
2,000 new 

cases
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands added 7 
COVID-19 cases for a total of 2,177 in-
fected, in the latest data from the Florida 
Department of Health, while statewide 
there were 1,948 new cases for a total of 
706,516 infected.

There were 174 new virus-related 
deaths reported statewide for a total of 
14,317 Florida residents who have died 
over the course of the pandemic. There 
have been an additional 171 non-resident 
deaths.

Only five Florida counties had tri-
ple-digit increases in new virus cases: 
Broward — 101, Miami Dade — 352, 
Duval — 131, Hillsborough — 139 and 
Orange — 129.

Gilchrist and Liberty counties had no 
new cases in the latest update.

Gulf County had its fifth day with no 
new cases and Lafayette its sixth straight 
day of no increases.

The previous day testing data shows 
statewide there was a positivity rate of 
5.03% for new cases.

Highlands County had the lowest 
previous day positivity rate in the the 
Heartland with 4.35% and Hardee County 
had the second lowest in the Heartland 
with 6.06%.

The four other Heartland counties all 
had positivity rates above 10%: Glades 
— 20%, DeSoto — 13.89%, Okeechobee 
— 15.28% and Hendry — 10.81%. Glades 
had just five tests processed for the day.

Dade County’s positivity rate for the 
previous day’s testing results was 4.8%.

Highlands had 23 hospitalized due 
to the coronavirus in the latest update, 
which is one less compared to the 
Tuesday update. Highlands had 31 hospi-
talized due to COVID-19 on Sept. 17.

Courthouse to reopen Monday

Mask, health screening required to enter

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — After more than six 
months of closure due to COVID-19 
and then a water pipe break, the 
Highlands County Courthouse will 
reopen to the public at 8 a.m. Monday.

All general Clerk of Courts business, 
which had moved to other offices in 
the Highlands County Government 
Center, will resume at the historic 
building, according to a notice 
from the Clerk of Courts Office on 
Wednesday.

Services being brought back to 
the courthouse include, but are not 
limited to, court payments, domestic 
violence filings pro se’ new case 

filings, attorney pleadings, traffic 
ticket payments, mental health filings, 
small claims filings and child support 
payments/inquiries.

As the COVID-19 pandemic is 
still in effect, everyone entering the 
courthouse must wear a mask and be 
screened for COVID-19 symptoms.

Full operations at the Courthouse, 
as with all counties in Florida, have 
been curtailed since mid-March 
when the Supreme Court of Florida 
required full operations to cease to 
minimize face-to-face human contact 
in the midst of the novel coronavirus 
pandemic.

The Courthouse also had to move 
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County staff work on assessing damage and 
cleaning up the debris from May’s water pipe 
break in the Highlands County Courthouse.
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The Highlands County Courthouse.

“I don’t feel I’m welcome there, 
simply based on what one of your 

elected officials  
(Arlene Tuck) posts on her  

social media accounts.”
Guy S. Johnson
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