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COVID-19: Dairy farmers suffer severe 
economic loss; worry about survival

By INGRID UTECH
CORRESPONDENT

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has had a devastating fi nancial 
impact upon the dairy industry 
in Florida and nationwide.

With the closing of food 
service establishments, schools, 
colleges, and hotels and the 
shutdown of the travel and 
tourism industries, sporting 
events and other entertainment 
venues, the markets for the milk 
produced by Florida dairy farm-
ers are no longer in balance.

Dairy economists report that 

prior to the pandemic, 66% of 
milk was sold to retail stores, 
15% to food service establish-
ments, and 19% to institutions. 
Under today’s new normal, 
retail sales have increased 15%, 
while food service establish-
ment sales are down 50%, and 
sales to institutions are down 
60%.

Not only have farmers had 
to dump surplus milk and cut 
back on production, but the 
pandemic has led to extreme 
volatility in the prices farmers 
are paid for milk and a gloomy 
outlook for the remainder of 

2020.
“The income loss to Florida 

dairy farmers could exceed 
$70 million by this summer,” 
said Ray Hodge, director of gov-
ernment relations for Southeast 
Milk, Inc., a Florida dairy 
cooperative that is negotiating 
with the federal government 
on behalf of its members and 
other dairy farmers. “Add to that 
the dairy farmers who do not 
belong to SMI, and the income 
loss could be $100 million.”

Florida ranks 19th among 
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Free-range grass-fed cows graze at Nickerson Cattle Company dairy farm.

Jobless claims in 
Florida dropped 
more than half 

last week
By MIKE SCHNEIDER 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

ORLANDO, Fla. (AP) — Initial jobless 
claims in Florida dropped by more than 
half last week compared to the prior 
week, according to fi gures released 
Thursday, as unemployed Floridians 
continued facing problems receiving 
benefi ts because of diffi culties with a 
computer system.

Florida had 173,191 initial claims for 
unemployment benefi ts last week, com-
pared to 433,103 initial claims in the 
week prior, according to fi gures released 
by the U.S. Department of Labor. In the 
week before that, Florida had more than 
a half million new claims.

The drop indicates that Florida is on 
the downward slope of the spike in new 
jobless claims that started rising in mid-
March as businesses closed their doors 
to stop the spread of the new corona-
virus. But the unemployment rate still 
hasn’t reached its peak, said Hector 
Sandoval, an economics professor at the 
University of Florida.

Florida’s unemployment rate in March 
was 4.3% but that did not refl ect the full 
impact of the business closures in the 
second half of the month. As a compar-
ison, Florida had almost 4,700 jobless 
claims in the last week of February, 
before the crisis started.

“This is still a huge number,” 
Sandoval said of last week’s jobless 
claims. “It’s just that in the fi rst few 
weeks we just saw these increases in 
huge amounts.”

Nationwide, nearly 3.2 million laid-off 
workers applied for unemployment 
benefi ts last week as the business 
shutdowns caused by the new corona-
virus outbreak deepened the worst U.S. 
economic catastrophe in decades.

Unemployed Floridians have com-
plained widely about the state’s online 
system for registering claims making 
the process of fi ling for benefi ts ex-
tremely diffi cult. Others have criticized 
the system delays in getting a payment 
once their applications are accepted. 
The computer system for checking the 
status of claims often goes offl ine at 

SFSC staff prepping for return to campuses
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — South Florida 
State College’s campuses will re-
main closed to the public through 
May 15, but plans call for staff to 
return to their regular assignment 
on May 18.

In a staff update, SFSC President 
Thomas Leitzel said in the mean-
time, employees will continue to 
work remotely or on their respec-
tive campus as needed.

“SFSC faculty has demonstrated 
both their willingness and ability to 
deliver fully online courses, and we 
may need to do this again,” he said.

Leitzel noted that online learning 

does not lend itself easily to 
experiential learning, including 
clinical instruction, shops/labs, 
and applied research, so every 
effort should be made to integrate 
these face-to-face experiences into 
the curriculum, but doing so in a 
manner that respects the college’s 
commitment to the health and 
safety of students, faculty, and 
staff while maintaining academic 
standards.

“To achieve this goal of offering 
in-person experiential learning, 
we will need to follow closely the 
public health guidelines designed 
to limit the spread of COVID-19 
infections and protect individ-
uals who are at a greater risk of 

contracting this virus,” he said.
While the college is planning 

to deliver in-person, face-to-face 
learning in the fall, there is a 
possibility that this may not be fea-
sible, Leitzel said. He encouraged 
faculty to use any available time 
now to prepare for the possibility 
of teaching online in the fall as a 
backup plan.

During the past month, the 
college has realized some major 
fi nancial savings by closing 
buildings, reducing substantially 
the air conditioning, and moving 
toward our energy-saving sched-
ules, Leitzel noted. The college has 
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South Florida State College staff  members are preparing to 
return to their regular assignments on May 18. Due to the 
COVID-19 precautions, SFSC employees have been working 
remotely or on their respective campus as needed.

COVID-19 
cases in 

Highlands 
County 

reaches 90
By RUTH ANNE LAWSON

STAFF WRITER

The number of positive COVID-19 
cases in Highlands County increased 
by three as of the Thursday update. 
Highlands now has a total of 90 con-
fi rmed positive cases. The total hospi-
talizations are 31 with 30 residents and 
1 non-resident. The number of deaths 
remained at 7.

The fi rst positive case reported in 
Highlands County was on March 21.

Statewide, a total of 38,828 cases have 
been confi rmed with deaths reaching 
1,600.

The total number of tests adminis-
tered in Highlands County is 1,574 with 
1,477 negative tests results of which 38 
are non-Florida residents. One result 
has come back inconclusive and six 
are waiting for results. The percent of 
positive cases is 5.7%.

Of the 90 positive cases in Highlands 
County, 89 are residents and 1 non-res-
ident. The cases include 45 male and 44 
females, ranging from ages 0 to 85, with 
a median age of 55.

The total number of positive cases in 
Florida increased by 826 pushing the 
state to 38,828 confi rmed cases; 1,015 
of those are non-Florida residents. The 
total number of deaths increased by 61, 
bringing the total to 1,600.

FDOH is releasing details of ethnicity 
and race regarding the positive cases in 
each of the state’s 67 counties.

Highlands County’s cases by ethnicity 
are 30 Hispanic, 51 non-Hispanic and 
two unknown/no data. The cases by 
race are 47 white, 23 black, 17 other and 
two unknown/no data.

Several residents commute to sur-
rounding counties. Just to the north, 
in Polk County, where there is a higher 
population, the total reached 594 
positive cases with 194 hospitalizations 
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