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STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The num-
ber of COVID-19 cases in 
Highlands County public 
schools were low the first 
couple of weeks of October, 
but there was an increase 
in the second half of the 
month.

Deputy Superintendent 
Andrew Lethbridge said 
there was an increase in 
the amount of positive 
cases/quarantined over the 
last two weeks of October. 
That is consistent with the 
uptick in cases seen in the 
community.

Avon Park High School 
has seen the largest number 
of cases for October with six 
positive student cases, he 
said.

Keeping that number in 

perspective, that is an aver-
age of around 1.5 positive 
student cases per week 
for the month, Lethbridge 
noted.

“We are monitoring the 

school closely,” he said. “We 
are working with the Health 
Department and school 
administration monitoring 
different students that have 
been quarantined to see if 

those students start having 
symptoms and become 
positive. Thus far, we still 
believe there has been little 
evidence of spread at the 
school, but that can quickly 
change.”

There are roughly 50 
students out on quarantine 
at Avon Park High School 
based on case contact, 
Lethbridge said.

As a reminder, keeping 
distant when possible as-
sists in limiting the number 
of individuals that need to 
quarantine, he said. Wearing 
a mask can assist in pre-
venting the spread. Washing 
or sanitizing hands is also 
important.

The Florida Department 
of Health’s school listing 
for the previous week (Oct. 
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Avon Park High School has 50 students on quarantine after four 
students tested positive for COVID-19 last week.

Highlands CARES reopens
Phase 2 applications due by Nov. 10

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Phase 2 of CARES 
Act funding has started taking 
applications.

The application process will close at 
11:59 p.m. Nov. 10, a little less than a 
week from now, so anyone who didn’t 
get approved or didn’t apply in time 
for Phase 1 funding has until then to 

complete an application.
Anyone who did receive funding 

in Phase 1 is ineligible for Phase 2 
funding.

Details are available at highland-
scares.com, where people can apply 
24 hours per day every day until the 
deadline.

The site also includes lists of the 
documentation people will need to 
complete their applications.

Individuals who need assistance 
filling out applications must call the 
United Way of Central Florida at 863-
648-1500, ext. 263, or use the United 
Way 211 information service.

Businesses and non-profit orga-
nizations may get help filling out 
applications by calling the Greater 
Sebring Chamber of Commerce at 

School district virus cases up with 19 last week

50 at APHS under quarantine

Fansler 
apologized 
to those he 

offended
Staff Report

LAKE PLACID — Lake Placid Police 
Chief James Fansler was suspended 
without pay from Oct. 12-19 as a result 

of comments made on 
social media and in a public 
meeting that were deemed 
inappropriate.

Fansler has promised 
to be more conscientious 
about making comments on 
his personal Facebook page 
as well as the Lake Placid 
Police Department’s page. 
Recent comments he felt 

were humorous actually offended some 
people, as previously reported by the 
Highlands News-Sun in October.

Town Administrator Phil Williams and 
Mayor John Holbrook met with Fansler 
on Oct. 7 when the suspension was 
implemented. In the Letter of Discipline, 
the suspension was given for “an overall 
series of events that is contrary to the 
leadership demanded for a Town of Lake 
Placid Department Head.”

The letter cited recent Facebook 
comments as well as “disrespectful” 
comments made to a council member in 
a public meeting in September. The letter 
also referred to a 2018 Facebook incident 
with a county employee. Fansler apolo-
gized to the council member in a public 
meeting after listening to a recording to 
the meeting and realized he came across 
“too aggressive.” Holbrook and Williams 
“talked” to Fansler about the town 
meeting incident.

In the letter, Williams stated Fansler’s 
discipline is for a “recurring attitude of 
a department head“ not consistent with 
what Holbrook and he demanded.

Holbrook said the department heads 
are held to a higher standard and 
Fansler’s behavior amounted to conduct 
unbecoming of one.

George Miller, local pastor, made 
his objections known to the Facebook 
comments, which he felt were offensive 
to many in the community. Fansler later 
called Miller to apologize for his remarks, 
saying they were never meant to harm 
anyone. Miller later called the experience 
“positive.”

“Apologies were never a stipulation 
in my suspension,” Fansler said, ac-
knowledging the apology came after the 
meeting with town officials. “I chose to do 
what was right.”

“I feel validation that there are proper 
avenues to express concerns far better 
than on Facebook,” Miller said. “It feels 
good as a citizen and local pastor to know 
that local leaders hear our concerns 
and take them seriously. I am deeply 
impressed with James Fansler that he 
called me personally to express remorse 
about his posts. I really appreciate how 
he reached out to me with what felt like a 
productive conversation that we had.”

Miller was invited to meet with 
Williams to discuss the matter on Oct. 5.

Williams said there were occasions 
in the past that Fansler’s posts were 
“immature” and could be construed as 
discriminatory.

Williams believes Fansler has “taken 
these things (concerns of town officials) 
seriously.” Williams said it is nothing that 
he has not applied to himself and said 
he has written himself up for saying a 
council member was “vindictive.”

Williams has the authority to suspend 
or terminate town employees. In this 
instance, Holbrook and Williams agreed 
on the private meeting and suspension.

Fansler’s letter also stated, “Were some 
(of) the actions described herein done by 
a regular employee, a discipline may not 
be implemented; however, supervisors 
are held to a higher standard.”

“I’m not going to air discipline prob-
lems to the press,” Williams said. “I never 
have and I never will.”

Miller was shocked to hear about 
Fansler’s suspension. Williams said in an 
interview on Nov. 2 that Miller did not ask 
for the suspension, nor any discipline for 
that matter.

Williams did bring up an incident 
that took place in November 2019 
where another person was offended 

Mask question raised again

Citizen told to ‘sit down’
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Citizens at Tuesday’s 
Board of County Commission meeting 
brought up a mask mandate again and 
were denied. After one of them began 
to argue the point, he was told twice to 
“sit down.”

Michelle Gresham of Avon Park 
Lakes, noting that winter residents 
and the 12 Hours of Sebring will arrive 
soon amid increased COVID-19 num-
bers, asked if the county would revisit 
the question of mandating masks.

“I know of a house with 13 people, 
and there’s COVID in it,” Gresham 
said.

Commission Chair Ron Handley 
started to say that the county is 
following the state’s lead, but Gresham 
interrupted.

“But the state delegates to you 
guys,” Gresham said. “You guys are our 
leaders right now.”

Commissioners didn’t answer.
“Crickets? Really?” Gresham asked.
She then said the house of 13 has a 

mother who is sick but is required to 
come in to work.

Handley repeated that the county 
is monitoring the situation. Gresham 
asked when that might change, and 

Handley said the majority of people at 
public hearings on the matter did not 
want a mask mandate. He said those 
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A line graph shows a line plot of the number of new cases in Highlands County superimposed 
over a shaded area showing the number of new tests for that week. Emergency Manager 
LaTosha Reiss noted a spike of 473 new cases in the last month since the last reopening. ‘If you 
notice there at the end, we’ve had another tick up,’ Reiss said, ‘which we did not want to see.’
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George Miller of Sebring asks 
commissioners what data and 
arguments he and others would 
need to bring to the county 
commission to get them to recon-
sider a mask mandate.
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Michelle Gresham of Avon Park 
Lakes asks the Highlands County 
Board of County Commission to 
break with the state lead on coro-
navirus prevention measures and 
institute a local mask mandate.
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Commissioner Don Elwell talks 
about how people may have 
gotten ‘Rona Fatigue’ over the 
last seven months and have 
begun to forget to take responsi-
bility to wear masks in public. 
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Highlands County Emergency 
Manager LaTosha Reiss tells 
county commissioners that local 
COVID-19 numbers are now 
increasing sharply since the last 
reopening date.
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