
By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The “Black Lives Matter” movement, 
begun with a hashtag in 2013 after the Feb. 26, 2012 
shooting of 17-year-old African American Trayvon 
Martin, came to Highlands County in 2020.

It turned out that the county had a connection to 
another African American, 46-year-old George Floyd, 
who died May 25. 2020 after being arrested and 
pinned to the ground, his neck under a Minneapolis 
police offi cer’s knee. Transcripts of police bodycam 
footage record Floyd as saying more than 20 times he 
could not breathe.

In 1994 and 1995, Floyd played center and power 
forward on the South Florida State College Panthers 
basketball team, before going to Texas and then 
Minnesota. Coach George Walker, the Panther’s bas-
ketball coach for six years, remembered Floyd fondly 
as a good person and good athlete.

“He was just a regular student who would miss 
class now and then,” Walker said, “but other than 
that he was a good kid.”

On June 4, approximately three dozen high school 
seniors gathered at the corner of U.S. 27 and Sebring 
Parkway to support the “Black Lives Matter” move-
ment in the wake of Floyd’s death. Avon Park High 
School Class of 2020 graduate Jaronda Terrell said the 
seniors “are trying to encourage the youth to be more 
involved in stuff like this.”

Debate raged on social media as well as local edito-
rial pages in guest columns and letters to the editor.  

A racially-charged post on the personal social me-
dia page of County Commissioner Arlene Tuck drew 
a rebuke in September from the chair of the County 
Commission and calls from constituents for an ethics 
investigation.

Tuck, in turn, said she had no knowledge of the 
post before others told her and took it down. She 
suggested that her Facebook account was hacked, 
but that explanation did not satisfy many who spoke 
about it at the following commission meeting.

At the meeting, Tuck said she fully-understood 
racism as an Hispanic woman — a claim on which 

she has yet to elaborate. She also issued a challenge 
for those unhappy with her to run against her in two 
years, but offered no apology and has since refused 
to comment further on the matter.

On Oct. 11, the Rev. George Miller led a group of 
local residents in the fi rst ever Rally for Support and 
Celebration of Diversity, which met on the Sebring 
Circle, then marched around the Circle and down 
toward the Highlands County Government Center.

Miller said his intention was “celebrating diversity 
and the fact that we can be diverse and unifi ed at the 
same time.”

Meanwhile, Lake Placid Police Chief James Fansler, 
also called out for such posts on his social media 
account, spoke with concerned citizens, who later 
said they felt they had been heard and had come to 
an understanding. The town of Lake Placid suspend-
ed Fansler without pay from Oct. 12-19 as a result of 
the posts, and he promised to be more conscientious 
about such posts in the future.
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COVID takes over 2020
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING – The year 
2020 was ushered in 
with pageantry and 
champagne by an un-
witting society. Little did 
we know what we were 
welcoming. The year that 
started off normally took 
a turn for the worse just 
a few short months later 
with in invisible enemy 
that would change our 
lives and world as we 

know it. Its name was 
COVID-19.

In March, the Florida 
Department of Health 
announced the fi rst two 
cases of coronavirus. 
COVID was in the state 
and Floridians could not 
do much about it, except 
to follow guidelines 
set forth by the FDOH 
and Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. 
There was no vaccine 
and the advice from the 
FDOH was to stay away 

form those who were sick, 
frequently wash hands, 
use hand sanitizers and 
clean surfaces. Face 
masks were not recom-
mended yet.

The idea was to slow 
the spread of the virus by 
staying at home.

President Donald 
Trump declared a 
National State of 
Emergency on March 13.

March saw the drive-up 

   Becker never found after being reported missing
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Margaret Helen Becker 
went missing after she was last seen on 
Jan. 17, 2020 at Publix in the Southgate 
Plaza. When she hadn’t appeared after 
10 days, her family and husband of 
42 years, Fred, joined the Highlands 
County Sheriff’s Offi ce at a press con-
ference on Jan. 28 asking for the public’s 
help in bringing her back home.

There was no ping from her cell 
phone or signal from the OnStar system 
in the blue 2018 Chevrolet Colorado 

pickup truck she was 
driving.

At the press conference, 
Scott Dressel, public 
information offi cer for the 
Highlands County Sheriff’s 
Offi ce, said they received 
word from the Avon Park 
Air Force Range they were 
conducting operations that 
could cause disruptions 

with GPS signals.
On Friday, Jan. 31, offi cials learned 

a pickup matching the description of 
Becker’s drove past a manned guard 

house at 7:30 p.m. on the night she 
disappeared.

The truck was found the following 
day in the Kississimmee River about 
30 feet from the boat ramp where 
the depths measured from 15-30 
feet of water. The truck was found by 
Highlands County Sheriff’s Offi ce and 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission offi cials. The truck was 
still in Drive and the windows were still 
rolled down. Offi cials said the fi ndings 
indicated Becker was still in the pickup 
truck upon entering the water. She was 
not in the vehicle when it was recovered 

from the river.
Her purse and cell phone were inside 

the truck and the phone worked after 
being charged, which gave law en-
forcement a more detailed view of her 
movements on the day she disappeared.

After spending nine days searching 
the Kissimmee River and surrounding 
area, HCSO called off the search on Feb. 
10. Her body has not been recovered.

“We are very disappointed that we 
don’t have closure,” daughter Sheri 
(Becker) Unger said. “We wish she was 
with us or at least had proof that she 
was deceased.”

    2020 election has 
   record turnout

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — On Nov. 
17, Highlands County 
had an almost com-
pletely new Board of 
County Commission, 
with four newly-elected 
commissioners who had 
not served on the board 
before, and the remaining 
commissioner having 
served just since 2018.

Kevin Roberts won 
the District 1 seat, Kathy 

Rapp won District 2, Scott 
Kirouac won District 3 
and Chris Campbell won 

        Nucor Steel completes 
      mill, starts production

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — Nucor 
Steel may have been 
slowed slightly during 
the pandemic, but the 
massive effort to com-
plete the rebar producing 
mill met its goal to start 
production in the fourth 
quarter of 2020.

The mill, just north 
of the Highlands/Polk 
County line, began pro-
ducing steel products for 

the construction industry 
on Dec. 12.

Some of the numbers 

Highlands touched by 
Black Lives Matter movement

MARC VALERO/STAFF

High school seniors call for justice in the death of George 
Floyd. The students gathered the morning of June 4 at the 
corner of U.S. 27 and the Sebring Parkway.
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The NUCOR Florida rebar micro 
mill began production in the 
fourth quarter of 2020.

NUCOR | 5A

Happy 
Holidays
In honor of 

the holidays, the 
Highlands News-
Sun offi ce will be 
closed today, New 
Year’s Day.

In today’s edition, 
you will see the top 
10 stories to bring 
2020 in Highlands 
County to a close.

We hope your 
holidays are peace-
ful and safe.

4 of 5 county 
commissioners 

replaced
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From left: Sheriff  Paul 
Blackman swears in new 
County Commissioner Scott 
Kirouac, his hand on a Bible 
held by girlfriend and life 
partner Vicki Grimes. 
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Batallion 1 Chief Kelly Duppenthaler paramedic gets the 
COVID-19 vaccine on Wednesday.ONE | 10A
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800.360.9875
seminolebrightoncasino.com

GOOD.
CLEAN. FUN.

Must be 21 years old to play slots and table games. Must be a Seminole Wild Card Member to 
participate in casino promotions. If you or someone you know has a gambling problem, please call 1.888.ADMIT.IT.  
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