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By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The 
Highlands County 
Education Association 
(teachers union) and 
the School Board of 
Highlands County have 
reached a tentative 
contract agreement with 
every teacher getting a 
pay increase.

All Florida districts 

received state funding to 
boost the base or starting 
teacher salary, which led 
to a challenge to locally 
fund equitable salary 
increases for veteran 

teachers.
Teachers 

Union ne-
gotiator Jim 
Demchak 
said the 
teacher sala-
ry allocation 

funds from the state 
were applied per Florida 
Statute, which means 
80% of the funds must 
be used to raise the base 
pay as high as possible for 
classroom teachers only.

The result is a base pay 
of $44,200.

Demchak noted that 
20% of the funds had to 
be used to give teachers 
who did not participate 
in the 80% funds, or 

received less than a 2% 
increase.

The district and teacher 
bargaining teams agreed 
on the district adding 
funds from the general 
fund ($318,348) to ensure 
all teachers received 
at least a 2% increase 
regardless of position 
and more general funds 
used for small pay level 
increases starting at those 
who were making $41,000 

and above, he explained.
This was to ensure 

there is some differen-
tiation in pay between 
a new teacher and 
someone with four or 
more years’ experience, 
Demchak said.

The lowest salary 
increase is $1,035.

Demchak said 69 teach-
ers will get the largest 
increase of $9,200 going 
from $35,000 to $44,200.

Anyone below $44,200 
had to be brought up 
to $44,200 base on the 
Florida Statute. That is 
grossly unfair to veteran 
teachers, he said. This 
was the 80% pot of 
money from the state.

The law also states if a 
teacher is under $47,500 
they had to receive at 
least a 2% increase out of 

Teachers union reaches tentative contract agreement
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By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SBRING — Throughout the 
United States, the pandemic is 
worsening and Highlands County 
is no exception. The county’s 
case count jumped by 60 with 
the release of Saturday’s num-
bers by the Florida Department 
of Health. Highlands County 
showed a previous day positivity 
rate for new cases of 35.76%, 
meaning more than 1 in 3 who 
were tested were shown to have 
COVID-19.

A total of 3,164 have been 
infected in Highlands County 
and the latest update from FDOH 
shows there was one more death 
in Highlands attributed to the 
coronavirus for a total of 129 who 
have died from the virus. There 
have been 22 non-residents test 
positive for the virus.

Currently, 64 are hospitalized in 
Highlands County with a primary 
diagnosis of COVID-19. That 
number has increased by 10 in 
one day.

Highlands County had 249 new 
cases in the past seven days and 
471 new cases in the past 14 days.

Statewide there were 4,544 new 
coronavirus cases and 44 more 
resident deaths.

Over the course of the pan-
demic 875,096 people have been 
infected statewide and 17,489 
Florida residents have died.

Miami-Dade County, with 1,163 
new cases in the Saturday update, 
surpassed 200,000 cases with a 
total of 200,259. The county has 
had 3,707 deaths attributed to the 
virus.

Statewide the previous day test-
ing positivity rate was 9.88%.

All the Heartland Counties were 
well above 10% the level that 
health officials hope to stay be-
low. Hardee was at 33%, Hendry 
15.91%, Glades 20%, DeSoto 
26.09 and Okeechobee a 17.02% 
previous day positivity rate.

Nationwide there have been 
10,816,004 cases with 244,671 
deaths. After setting a new high 
Friday with 184,514 COVID cases, 
the United States showed an 
increase of 153,496 on Saturday.

Worldwide there have been 
53,693,587 virus cases and 
1,307,068 deaths.

Pandemic 
worsens with 

60 more 
Highlands 

cases
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Would you pay 
for a stranger’s meal? How 
about giving that stranger a 
kidney?

A local man, working at a 
local hotel, has done both. 
But Caesar Toledo said he 
didn’t donate a kidney for 
recognition. He did it for 
family.

His uncle, 40 years ago, was 
on dialysis for eight years, and 
then passed away because he 
had no chance for a donor.

Then his father was on 
dialysis, then a friend. At that 
time, Toledo started paper-
work to donate to his friend.

Before Caesar Toledo 
finished his paperwork, his 
friend had a family member 
die with a perfectly-matched 
kidney.

A few years later, he had a 
brother-in-law in dialysis.

“I thought, ‘Oh my God, not 
another one,’” he said while 
watching his family member 
too sick to participate in 

family events.
Brenda Toledo said her 

brother’s kidney problems 
are a family trait. She lost a 
kidney at a younger age to 
infections. Her sister has had 
kidney stones.

She and Caesar have joked 
about printing up “One-
Kidney Club” T-shirts for the 
whole family — or “Three-
Kidney Club” shirts for those 
who’ve received transplants.

Caesar Toledo said doctors 
don’t take out a low-function-
ing kidney. They leave it in to 
do what it can and just add 
the new kidney to help the 
body.

For his wife’s brother, 
Caesar Toledo started the 
process to become a donor, 
but found he wasn’t a match.

Looking at the long donor 
wait list, he thought how 
ridiculous it was that he, with 
two healthy kidneys, couldn’t 
help at all. The longer his 
brother-in-law had to wait 
— three or four years — the 
less likely he could survive a 
transplant.

Then they found that the 
hospital in Tampa takes part 
in a program that matches 
up a transplant candidate’s 
incompatible donor with a 
recipient who is compatible 
and vice versa.

Caesar Toledo would 
donate to a stranger and a 
stranger would donate to 
his brother-in-law. It puts 
recipients on the top of the 
list because any live donation 
with a perfect match is almost 
guaranteed to be successful, 
and because it serves two 
patients at once.

He was told an organ from 
someone who dies can extend 
life for five to 10 years. Live 
donations extend life by 10-20 
years.

“The way I see it, I saved 
two lives,” he said. “Two 
people who needed kidneys 
got them.”

Caesar Toledo signed up in 
January and took a battery of 
tests to ensure he’d be healthy 
enough to withstand it.

“If you don’t pass them 
all, they won’t do it, because 
you [still] need one kidney,” 
Caesar Toledo said. “They 
check you for everything.”

In March, doctors set him 
up for April 8 for surgery, and 
then the pandemic started 
and they had to cancel.

They finally got called back 
for October. His brother-in-
law got a kidney on Oct. 12, 
and he donated his on Oct. 
13.

He had to stay a while 
to clear up a postoperative 
infection, but while he was 
there he got royal treatment, 
Caesar Toledo said: A stately 
room and his name on a flag 
on their “Circle of Heroes” out 
front.

Brenda Toledo said her 
brother has to go back every 
month for checkups. Caesar 
Toledo just finished going 
every week for four weeks, 
and will now go every six 
months.

After surgery, he said, the 
transplant team has been 
keeping in touch to see how 
he’s doing.

Meanwhile, Residence Inn 
by Marriott, his employer, 
gave him all the time he 
needed to recover. He had 
been food and beverage 
manager, but the pandemic 
had him reassigned to the 
front desk and night audit, 
where he was working this 
past week.

As a young man, the first 
time he managed a restau-
rant at a hotel, he gave a 

Pairing it forward
Local man gave a 

kidney to a stranger

PHIL ATTINGER/STAFF

Caesar Toledo of Sebring enjoys the company of two of his and his wife’s 
three dogs, from left, Leila and Valor. Toledo, who recently donated a 
kidney to a stranger, also rescued Valor, a former bait dog at illegal dog 
fights. As energetic as he is, visitors might not notice Valor’s missing back 
leg.

PHIL ATTINGER/STAFF

Brenda Toledo holds up the T-shirt her husband, Caesar, recently earned 
for donating a kidney to a stranger through a paired kidney exchange. 
No stranger to kidney problems herself, Brenda Toledo lost a kidney at a 
younger age to disease, as with many of the couple’s relatives, on both 
sides.
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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
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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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