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Bartow 
welcomes new 
commissioner, 

new mayor 
chosen

By CATHY PALMER
Contributing Writer

Holding a remote meeting for the first 
time last week, the Bartow City Commission 
welcomed new Commissioner Steve Githens, 
named its mayor and vice-mayor for the 
coming year and opted to reopen the city golf 
course and restaurant.

Taking the helm of the city's governing 
commission as mayor for the next 12 months 
is Commissioner Scott Sjoblom, a health 
department official and fourth-generation 
city resident. Veteran Commissioner James 
F. Clements, a local property manager, will 
serve as vice mayor.

Also at the May 4 meeting, Githens, a local 
insurance agent, began his three-year term 
on the commission. Githens takes over the 
city’s at-large commission seat after defeating 
veteran Commissioner Trish Pfeiffer by 11 
votes in April.

Returning Commissioner Leo Longworth 
kept the seat he has held since he was 
first elected more than two decades ago.  
Longworth, also an insurance agent, ran 
unopposed.

Longworth and Githens took their 
seats earlier last Monday after abbreviated 
swearing-in ceremonies held at Bartow City 
Hall.

The meeting was the city commission's first 
attempt at holding its meetings both at City 
Hall and with remote participants to maintain 
social distancing protocols.

During the meeting, the commission 
unanimously agreed to take baby steps toward 
reopening by opening up its largest parks for 
community use, along with trails and biking 
facilities, but urged the public to continue 
to maintain social distancing guidelines and 
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FIRES THREATEN HOMES IN SOUTHEAST POLK

Polk Commission outlines plans for 
$126 million received in federal funds

By CATHY PALMER

Contributing Writer

POLK COUNTY — On May 5, Polk County 
Commissioners outlined plans to spend $126 million 
in federal COVID-19 relief money.

The initial plans proposed by County Manager Bill 
Beasley will earmark $40 million to help struggling 
small businesses and $30 million for individuals, 
with additional plans to allocate $30 million for 
medical testing and supplies and $26 million to offset 

unbudgeted expenses.
The grant money will not have to be repaid by the 

recipients, according to Polk County Budget Director 
Todd Bond.

After a long afternoon session that day, all five board 
members instructed the county staff to move the process 
along quickly and to “get the money to the people.”

County officials will do so by hiring additional 
staff, working with local agencies such as the United 
Way of Central Florida on individual relief, using the 
county’s Central Florida Development Council to assist 
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Polk County Fire Rescue firefighters battled six 
fires in the southeastern quadrant of the county 
on May 8. 

According to officials, the fire pictured above 
was started by individuals attempting to clear land 
near Crooked Lake, in between Lake Wales and 
Frostproof, threatening multiple nearby houses.

Due to dry conditions, Polk County currently 
has a burn ban in place. 

Residents are encouraged to call 863-298-6200 
to report anyone trying to burn yard waste or any 
other debris.
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