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Highlands County continues to trend 
the wrong direction in the fight against 
COVID-19, with the release of Sunday’s 
numbers by the Florida Department 
of Health showing a second-straight 
day with at least 60 new cases. An 
additional 67 cases were added to 
Highlands County, bringing the total to 
3,231. Twenty-three of those cases come 
from non-residents, with eight of those 
occurring this month.

The death toll remained at 129 in 
Highlands County, but as of 3:15 p.m. 
Sunday there were 72 hospitalized with 
a primary diagnosis of COVID-19. That’s 
an increase of eight overnight and an 
increase of 18 in the past two days.

The median age of new cases was 66, 
making it two straight weeks with a me-
dian age over 50. The 75 to 84 age group 
saw the largest increase, while the 65 to 
74 age group saw the second-highest 
number of new cases.

The positivity rate for new cases was 
20.4%, the third straight day the county 
has seen greater than 20%. That’s more 
than double the 10% rate the state is 
aiming for and well above the 5% posi-
tivity rate the World Health Organization 
recommends before reopening a 
location.

Highlands County has seen 432 cases 
in long-term care facilities between 
residents and staff members. The latest 
FDOH Long-Term Care Facilities report, 
which was updated Saturday, shows 
10 residents and nine staff members 
currently infected.

Highlands County wasn’t the only 
county in the Heartland to see ugly 
numbers, as DeSoto County increased 26 
cases to 1,798 on a 22.03% positivity rate. 
There have been 33 deaths in the county.

Glades County saw four new cases on 
just 18 processed tests, yielding a 22.2% 
positivity rate. The county has seen a to-
tal of 637 cases, with 305 of those being 

County sees 
massive 

COVID-19 jump

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — There 
was a total of 20 new 
virus cases in Highlands 
County K-12 schools 
last week, according 
data from the Florida 
Department of Health.

The previous week 
school report for Nov. 1-7 
shows 19 new cases in 
Highlands County public 

schools and one new case 
at a private school.

Both Hill-Gustat 
Middle and Lake Country 
Elementary schools had 
four positive COVID-19 
cases last week with both 
schools having three 
students and one teacher 
who were infected.

Lake Placid Elementary 
had three cases including 
two students and one 
staff member.

Both Lake Placid 
High and Memorial 
Elementary schools had 
two cases with both 
schools having two cases 
in students.

Sebring High, Avon 
Park High, Cracker 
Trail Elementary and 
Woodlawn Elementary 
schools all had one 
student case last week.

There was one student 
case last week at Parkview 

Prep Academy, a private 
Christian school in Avon 
Park, according to the 
Florida Department of 
Health.

South Florida State 
College had one new staff 
member case last week.

The School Board of 
Highlands County issued 
an COVID-19 update 
recently stating “While we 
have had some cases of 
COVID-19 in schools, our 

numbers remain relative-
ly low.

“To make sure we 
continue to keep our 
students and staff safe, 
healthy, and in school, 
please remember the 
following protocols, 
which are based on 
guidance from the CDC, 
the Highlands County 
Health Department, and 
our Medical Task Force:

• Any student/staff 

having a temperature of 
100.4 or higher will not be 
able to return to school 
until fever-free without 
the use of fever-reducing 
medication for 24 hours.

• If student/staff tests 
positive for COVID-19, 
with symptoms, they 
must remain home 
until at least 10 days have 
passed since symptoms 

Highlands schools had 20 new cases in a week

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The 
Sebring Community 
Redevelopment Board has 
accepted the donation of 
the Nan-Ces-O-Wee Hotel 
after the structure’s owner 
met a few stipulations 
requested by the board.

The owner of the long-
time vacant building on 
North Ridgewood Drive, 
Tony Collins, was issued 
a notice from the City of 
Sebring on July 21, 2020 
stating that the structure 
needed to be repaired or 
demolished.

He had filed a notice 
of demolition with the 
City and some demolition 
prep work was done more 
than a month ago, but the 
three-story building has 
not been demolished.

When Collins failed 
to demolish the build-
ing by the City’s Code 
Enforcement Board 
deadline of Nov. 2, the 
City of Sebring budgeted 

$275,000 to safely take the 
building down.

Collins had offered 
to give the building to 
the CRA in October, but 
there were issues with 

the building’s title that 
prevented the CRA from 
accepting the offer at that 
time. The title issue has 
since been resolved.

Last Monday, the CRA 

Board approved of the 
acceptance of the Nan-
Ces-O-Wee Hotel by the 
CRA, and for the CRA to 
move forward with the 
demolition of it pending 
Collins being able to meet 
a few stipulations.

Collins needed to pro-
vide a properly executed 
original warranty deed 
into the CRA, written 
confirmation from all 
contractors that have 
performed work on the 
site within the last 90 
days showing they have 
been paid in full for their 
work as of the date of 
acceptance, and evidence 
that the donation was 
approved by all owners of 
the donor.

CRA Executive Director 
Kristie Vazquez said 
Friday that Collins met 
the stipulations and the 

CRA has ownership of the 
building.

Sebring City 
Administrator Scott 
Noethlich said Friday the 
CRA will have essentially 
have the same demolition 
contract the City was 
considering with the BG 
Group (Delray Beach), he 
said. Also, BG Group will 
be doing the remainder of 
the abatement work.

The BG Group’s quote 
for the demolition was 
$186,165.

CRA Board Chairman 
David Leidel said re-
cently, “When you look 
at how the CRA gauges 
success, the success was 
that piece of property 
would be renovated with 
a new set of apartments 
built there with multiple 
people living in them in 
the downtown area.”

Sebring CRA takes ownership of Nan-Ces-O-Wee Hotel
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The Sebring Community Redevelopment Agency now owns the Nan-Ces-O-Wee Hotel, which is 
still earmarked for demolition due to safety concerns related to the building’s structural integ-
rity.

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The majority 
of the four of Highlands 
County commissioners 
leaving the board to new 
members think that the 
county has done well with 
road, fire service and gar-
bage service improvements, 
as well as a balanced budget 
with only one tax increase.

At the same time, howev-
er, they warn the four new 
members set to take oaths 
this week that the job will 
require them listening to all 
the people in the county, 
as well as staying on top of 
costs, while trusting admin-
istrators and department 
heads to do their jobs.

“I hope the new commis-
sion won’t try to microman-
age them,” Commissioner 
Ron Handley said. “So many 
times, we’ve stated we need 
to do this or that and we 
don’t know the background. 
Make decisions on what 
you’re given from the staff 
and the public.”

Former commissioner 
Bob Bullard often described 
the swearing-in ceremony 
for commissioners as “The 
swearing-in that precedes 
the ‘swearing at,’” given 
the levels of stress and 
responsibility.

Kevin Roberts will now 
serve in the District 1 seat. 
Kathleen “Kathy” G. Rapp 
is in District 2. Scott A. 
Kirouac won the District 
3 seat, and Christopher 
Campbell is in District 5.

Commissioner Arlene 
Tuck is the only current 
incumbent, in District 4. All 
commissioners are elected 
at-large and serve the 
county at-large.

Those leaving the board 

include Jim Brooks, Don 
Elwell, Ron Handley and 
Greg Harris. The Highlands 
News-Sun asked what ad-
vice they would give to the 
newcomers and how well 
they think the county has 
done during their tenure of 
the last eight to 10 years.

All but Harris gave exten-
sive statements, the high-
lights of which are printed 
here. Harris, who served 10 
years, declined to speak at 
length and looks forward to 
less stress and more time 
with family.

At the Nov. 3 meeting, the 

last one for the outgoing 
commissioners, Harris 
said it had been an honor 
serving with his fellow 
commissioners.

“I believe we left the 
county in a little better 
shape than when we got 
here,” Harris said.

Brooks, who served eight 
years, remembers starting 
out in 2012 with decreased 
revenue from a recession, 
and having to keep pro-
grams going on a reduced 
budget.

Elwell, who served 10 
years, said the county 
had just gotten out of 
that when Hurricane 
Irma in 2017 wiped out 
the county’s reserves. 
Fortunately, Elwell and 
Handley said, the Federal 
Emergency Management 

Agency was relatively quick 
about refunding most of 
the $15 million the county 
spent on debris removal and 
infrastructure repairs.

When asked what they 
saw as accomplishments 
for the county, Brooks, 
Elwell and Handley all were 
proud of the completion 
of Sebring Parkway Phase 
3 “Panther Parkway” last 
year, and the start of Phases 
2A and 2B this year. When 
done, sometime two or 
three years from now, it will 
finalize an idea that started 
in the 1960s of having a 
northern-route bypass 
around Sebring.

Handley, who served nine 
years, warned that new 
commissioners will want 
to keep an eye on costs. 
Panther Parkway had huge 
budgets and fights with 
the outside contractor that 
dragged out for years, until 

Commissioners’ advice
Outgoing Board members reminisce, advise new members

BROOKS

“The thing I have to 
remember is there’s 

105,000 people in the 
county. A lot of people, 
you never hear from.”

Jim Brooks

ELWELL

“Transparency and  
communication are key to 

your success.”
Don Elwell

HANDLEY

“Make decisions on what 
you’re given from the staff 

and the public.”
Ron Handley

HARRIS

“I believe we left the 
county in a little better 
shape than when we got 

here.”
Greg Harris
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