
HIGHLANDS NEWS-SUN
VOL. 102 | NO. 049 | $1.00      YOUR HOMETOWN NEWSPAPER SINCE 1919        An Edition Of The Sun

Thursday, February 18, 2021

Sports ............................ B1
TV Listings ....................... A7

Classifieds ......................B4-7
Comics ....................... B7-10
Lottery ........................... A2

Viewpoints ....................... A6
Weather .......................... A8

Good morning To
Irene Lange

Thanks for reading! newssun.com
facebook.com/
newssun

twitter.com/
TheNewsSun

County agrees to sale of 104 Sun ‘N Lake lots
Will bring $781K back to the county

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — In an effort to return land to the county 
tax rolls, the Board of County Commission approved 
sale of 104 Sun ‘N Lake properties to investors and 
developers on Tuesday.

The combined sale should bring in $780,897 to the 
county immediately, and a significant portion of prop-
erty tax revenue later.

Agenda documents listed a single buyer for 54 of 

the lots: GE Investments of Polk LLC. All other buy-
ers purchased four lots or fewer. Highlands County 
Purchasing Agent Brandon Gunn said the one large 
developer has also bought lots in Sun ‘N Lake Special 
Improvement District in Sebring.

When Commissioner Kevin Roberts asked about the 
large developer’s plans, Gunn said it involves con-
structing a lot of homes in the subdivision.

“Sounds great. We love it,” Roberts said.
It was not unlike the sale of a large part of Unit 2 in 

the subdivision, approved by the Sun ‘N Lake Board of 

Supervisors to go to Raymond Hornick, who plans to 
take the 215 acres — just west of Tanglewood and east 
of Ortega Street and Granada Boulevard — to build 
314 homes on half-acre to acre-and-a-half lots.

He offered to pay $500,000 to Sun ‘N Lake Special 
Improvement District, which owns the land, and 
another $508,000 to Highlands County Tax Collector, 
for unpaid taxes on the land. However, the October 
sale had a 120-day due diligence period to find out if 

Commissioners rearrange 2021 priorities
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County com-
missioners took a look at the priorities 
list left to them by the previous com-
mission and made some changes.

Key among their changes Tuesday 
was cutting the list from 10 items to 
eight and making some previous priori-
ties into less-pressing projects.

The new list, in no particular order, 
includes a possible future sale of the 
Highlands Regional Medical Center 
building and property, mapping utilities 
in the county for economic growth and 
building up a 3.5-month reserve with 
a lower millage rate. It also includes 
reducing county bureaucracy, fixing 
the recycling program, addressing 
county-wide drainage issues, providing 
or lobbying for more septage processing 
and disposal sites, and working out the 
agreements and protocols between the 
county and municipalities for annex-
ation and maintenance of facilities, 
such as sidewalks.

The last two items would need the 

county to work closer with local munic-
ipalities and improvement districts that 
have septic systems and provide other 
services that can take the load off the 
county.

Lake Placid Councilman Ray Royce 
said he would look forward to seeing 
county and town officials sit down for a 
“real conversation” on annexation and 
transfer of responsibilities.

“Annexation is not succession from 
the county. The municipality takes 
some stuff off your plate,” Royce said. 
“Always, it’s ‘us versus them,’ but we are 
all still county residents.”

HRMC
Commissioners, especially 

Commissioner Kevin Roberts, said they 
don’t think the county needs to be in 
the business of owning a hospital any-
more. It was built in 1965 and has been 
in the county’s hands ever since, leased 
by a number of hospital management 
companies.

County Administrator Randy Vosburg 
said legislation surrounding the cre-
ation of the hospital district within the 

county may dictate how the county 
can use any sale proceeds, which the 
previous county commission had hoped 
to use to set up a fund to support local 
charities.

HRMC is currently under lease to 
HCA Healthcare (Hospital Corporation 
of America), and CEO Jason L. Kimbrell 
said the hospital building is being 
leased from Highlands County through 
July 31, 2027.

“Over the past year,” Kimbrell said, 
“Highlands Regional Medical Center 
has been in communication with the 
county regarding the option to pur-
chase the building, an investment that 
signals our long-term commitment to 
the community for which we are proud 
to serve.”

Utilities/sewers
Vosburg said Highlands County’s 

Economic Development Department 
wants to map all water/sewer utilities to 
know what areas are ready for devel-
opment. Extensions of local utilities 
will help build economic development, 
he said. The county needs to have 

sewer lines extended from the nearest 
utility — the city of Sebring — to 
George Boulevard to help expand the 
Emergency Operations Center.

Sewer lines to that area would also 
allow businesses on U.S. 27 to grow, 
including Cowpoke’s Watering Hole 
restaurant and night spot. Vosburg said 
vacant land along U.S. 27, just south 
of State Road 66, has stayed vacant for 
decades because it’s not “site-ready” 
with water and sewer lines.

Reserves
Previous commissions have tried ever 

since the 2007-08 recession to rebuild 
the county’s reserves. They had built it 
up again by 2017, but had to tap it again 
after Hurricane Irma for debris removal 
and infrastructure repair, until reim-
bursement came in from the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency.

COVID-19 has been another “hic-
cup,” Vosburg said, though adding 
that Highlands County could receive a 
multi-million dollar stimulus to help 

County closes 
in on 7,000 
COVID cases

By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

Highland County added 30 new 
cases of people becoming infected with 
COVID-19 when the Florida Department 
of Health released its daily report on 
coronavirus data. The 30 new cases 
brings the overall tally to 6,997. Of those 
cases, 6,930 are residents and 67 are 
non-residents in the county.

The average daily new cases is moving 
in the right direction – down over the past 
few days. FDOH shows Highlands County 
has had 192 new virus cases over the past 
seven days. That’s a daily average of 27.42 
cases per day. There was one new death 
added overnight, bringing the death toll 
from complications due to COVID-19 
to 291 people. FDOH shows Highlands 
County had one additional death from 
either a staff member or a resident of a 
long-term health care facility and now 
stands at 79 deaths in all.

Speaking of moving in the right direc-
tion, the positivity rate has gone down for 
the second day in a row and was at 5.95%. 
The rate is from the combination of new 
cases and testing. Testing got a big boost 
at 487 tests processed. There were 458 
negative results reported on Wednesday’s 
report.

Hospital admissions with COVID-19 
symptoms as the main diagnosis re-
mained at 552.

The Agency for Health Care 
Administration reported 32 people in the 
hospital as of 2:46 p.m. Wednesday, three 
less than Tuesday. AHCA also reported 
an adult ICU bed census at 20 with six 
available.

The daily average age of those infected 
with coronavirus was up slightly to 47 
on Wednesday. The overall median age 
remains at 52. Cases from corrections 
remained at 116.

Statewide, the new case counts con-
tinue to rise as the week progresses. 
Wednesday saw 7,342 cases added to the 
cumulative total, which was 1,844,627. 

‘It gets in you…’

Cracker Trail Ride crosses Florida despite rain, virus
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Despite a pandemic, 
gray skies and rain that made the 
going somewhat ‘soggy,’ the 34th 
annual Florida Cracker Trail Ride 
arrived again.

Mike Harrison, president for the 
Florida Cracker Trail Association, and 
a rider with the event for the last 30 
years, said 100 people spread among 
115 horses and five wagons are reen-
acting the historic cattle-drive trail 
across Florida, from the Gulf Coast to 
the East Coast.

It’s the longest continuously used 
trail for transporting cattle in the 
country.

On Wednesday, they stopped off at 
Cracker Trail Elementary School, as 
usual, and officials there said the rid-
ers would demonstrate whip-cracking 
for the students, as they do each year.

This year differed as the riders 
stayed outside the school fence and 
neither they nor their horses had close 
contact with students, because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

After the school visit, the riders 
mounted up again and headed east 
down State Road 66 toward U.S. 27, 
to cross the highway and continue on 
U.S. 98. They reached U.S. 27 at 1 p.m. 

and crossed with traffic stopped by 
Highlands County sheriff’s deputies.

All along the route, Harrison said, 
they met “wonderful people.”

As always, the Florida Crack 
Trail Ride provides an education 
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A Cracker Trail rider, decked out in stars-and-stripes pioneer garb, waves to the small crowd 
that gathered at the junction of U.S. 27 and U.S. 98 to cheer on the historic ride as it crosses 
Florida.
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Florida Cracker Trail Riders, and a loyal dog, ride across U.S. 27 at 1 p.m. Wednesday on their way across Florida. The annual ride brought out 
100 riders this year and 115 horses for the historical reenactment of the state’s early cattle drives.
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