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High school 
graduations 
set for July

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — It will be a 
jubilant July for Highlands 
County high school seniors 
with there graduation 
ceremonies pushed back two 

months due to 
the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The grad-
uations will 
be scheduled 
as follows: 
Sebring High 
on Thursday, 
July 23 followed 

by Avon Park on July 24 and 
Lake Placid High on July 25.

The times have not been 
finalized.

Superintendent Brenda 
Longshore said, if allowed 
at that time by the state’s 
health safety guidelines, the 
Sebring graduation would 
be held at the Alan Jay Arena 
at the Highlands County 
Fairgrounds. If that is not 
an option, it will be at the 
Firemen’s Field Football 
Stadium.

The Avon Park High and 
Lake Placid High graduations 
will be held in their football 
stadiums in the evening, she 
said.

About 500 students re-
sponded to Longshore’s 
survey seeking input on 
graduation options.

“It was very clear they 
wanted a traditional ceremo-
ny similar to what we have 
always done,” she said. “They 
also responded that they 
would certainly be willing 
to wait to have that, but 
that was really important to 
them.”

In addition to the grad-
uation ceremonies, the 
schools are working hard 
to provide some type of 
special acknowledgement 
and recognition of seniors 
on the weekend that would 
have been their graduation, 
Longshore said.

“It certainly wouldn’t be 
a mass gathering of kids or 
anything like that, but to do 
something special for the 
students so that we recog-
nize and acknowledge our 
seniors on that weekend,” 
she said.

Survey gives 
glimpse of 

damage 
in tourism 
industry

By JIM TURNER
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

TALLAHASSEE — Tourism-
related businesses that report-
ed laying off employees over 
a three-week period because 
of the coronavirus pandemic 
reduced staff by an average of 
73%, according to an industry 
survey released Tuesday.

Also, the group Destinations 
Florida found that many 
travel-related businesses aren’t 
getting requested federal 
stimulus assistance to help 
deal with the crisis.

“We knew the numbers for 
April would look worse than 
the numbers from March as 
our state began to institute clo-
sures and stricter guidelines as 
part of its pandemic response,” 
said Robert Skrob, executive di-
rector of Destinations Florida, 
which represents travel-mar-
keting organizations.

In a survey of 1,009 
tourism-related businesses 
that dealt with the period 
from March 19 to April 15, 
Destinations Florida found 
that 72% of respondents had 
applied for federal assistance. 
But just 17% of those business-
es had received federal money.

The survey also found mid-
April hotel occupancy at 13%, 
down from 84% at the same 
point a year earlier.

The Orlando Sentinel on 
Monday reported a Florida 
Department of Revenue 
preliminary estimate on sales 
tax collections showed revenue 
at least $770 million below 
estimates for March, about 
25% less than expected for the 
month. Tourism businesses 
are a key player in sales tax 
revenue.

Skrob expressed “hope is 
on the horizon” as the state 
on Monday began the first 
of a three-phased economic 
reopening under Gov. Ron 
DeSantis.

“Now, more than ever, we 
will need the funds collected 
for tourism promotion through 
local tourism taxes to promote 
our destinations to potential 
visitors,” Skrob said. “Our local 
tourism promotion organiza-
tions are ready to do their part 
to bring visitors back to Florida 
so we can rekindle Florida’s 
and local economies.”

DeSantis’ first phase, con-
sidered a soft reopening that 
excludes coronavirus hotspots 
Miami-Dade, Broward and 
Palm Beach counties, limits 
restaurants and retailers to 

Local businesses feel left out

”Personal care” not included in Phase 1 reopening 
By RUTH ANNE LAWSON

STAFF WRITER

Phase 1 of the reopening of Florida kicked 
off this week with beaches and state parks re-
opening, restaurants offering outdoor seating 
with 6-foot space between tables and indoor 
seating at 25% capacity, and retail stores 
operating at 25% of indoor capacity.

Several local business that are considered 
“personal service” feel they were left out of 
Phase 1 — barbershops, hair dressers, nail 
salons and massage therapy, just to name a 
few.

Heal by Touch posted on Facebook that the 
store would be reopening May 4 but then had 
to retract the post after learning that massage 
therapy would not be a part of the initial 
reopening phase.

“We haven’t been able to work since mid-
March,” said owner Tim Wheaton. “We have 
had no income but still have to pay rent, 
utilities and all those other basic necessities 
for business. Our landlord has not forgiven 
any of our rent, so we are still obligated to pay 
our entire rent but we have technically been 
out of business for seven weeks now.”

Considered a medical facility, Wheaton said 
it is frustrating not being a part of Phase 1. “To 
our patients, we are essential. If someone has 
a chronic migraine or injured shoulder, neck, 
back, sciatica and all of those things, we fix it. 
People can’t live two weeks with sciatica, let 
alone two months without treatment. Even 
if we were limited to having only five people 
a day, that is still something. I know during 
Phase 1 they are allowing restaurants to open 
at 25% capacity, we could be under that same 
jurisdiction.

“We sanitize everything all the time any-
ways. We have ordered disinfectant wipes 
that are specifically for COVID-19. One thing 
we will be doing differently, that I haven’t 
discussed with my staff yet, is using protective 
shields. I am going to talk with my team about 
ways we can make our facility feel friendly and 
personal without having direct contact. We 
want to be warm and comforting but staying a 
distance away.”

Above and Beyond Hair & Body in Lake 
Placid was hit hard by the shutdown and not 
being a part of Phase 1.

“The shutdown order has affected us tre-
mendously,” said Samantha Twiggs, Above and 
Beyond Hair & Body. “We deal with hygiene 
everyday. We take our state boards and a lot 
of the questions are about infectious diseases 
so we already had to implement that before 
any of this happened. This is something we 

implement day one when we started our jobs 
so when the virus hit we put more implements 
into play, like a UV light that cleans when we 
leave and we use hospital grade disinfectant.”

Twiggs said it was hard when put in the 
same category as bars and nightclubs. “That 
hurt us. We are nowhere near compared to a 
bar. We have guidelines we follow on a daily 
basis,” she said.

“The shutdown meant a total stop of income 
for all of my barbers,” said Skip Adams, owner 
and operator of Adams Barber Shop. “The way 
my shop works is the barbers are independent 
contractors so they lease my license to work 
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Heal by Touch is ready to serve their customers as soon as they get the green light from the state. Massage 
therapy is considered “personal care” and was left out of Florida’s Phase 1 reopening.
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Samantha Twiggs (left) and Shannon Stuteville are 
ready to get back to work at Above and Beyond Hair 
& Body in Lake Placid. “Personal care” was excluded 
during Phase 1 of the reopening of Florida.

Statewide COVID-19 death toll surpasses 1,500
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Florida’s 
death toll from COVID-19 
surpassed 1,500 in the 
latest update Wednesday 
morning from the Florida 
Department of Health. 
The update shows the 
total number of cases 
in Florida at just over 
38,000, an increase of 563 
over Tuesday’s count.

There were 68 more 
deaths in the Tuesday 
count, with deaths 

of people who tested 
positive in Broward, 
Charlotte, Clay, Collier, 
Miami-Dade, Escambia, 
Hillsborough, Lee, 
Leon, Manatee, Orange, 
Osceola, Palm Beach, 
Pinellas, Polk and 
Sarasota counties.

Total number of cases 
for Highlands County 
went down by one in 
the Wednesday morning 
update from 88 to 87, 
with FDOH incorrectly re-
porting a day earlier that 
one case was a county 

resident. The county’s 
positive cases include 
45 males and 41 females 
with a median age of 56. 
The number of deaths 
attributed to the virus in 
Highlands remains at 7.

In the past four days 
(May 2-5) there has been 
140 tested in Highlands 
County with only 2 new 
cases of COVID-19.

There has been 1,406 
tested in Highlands with 
6.2% showing a positive 
result for the virus.

Miami-Dade County 

had 173 new cases on 
Tuesday. The south 
Florida county had its 
highest daily total of new 
cases, 513, on April 3. 
Now Dade County has 
had 13,371 cases (13.1%), 
1,850 hospitalized and 
432 deaths.

New York (state) contin-
ues to have the highest 
number of cases (321,192) 
and deaths (25,100) in the 
nation.

Montana has the 
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