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SEBRING — Cutting the 
lights off and powering down 
for the weekends and holidays 
has paid off in lower energy 
bills for the School Board of 
Highlands.

The School Board will 
consider consider continuing 
its miserly ways with energy by 
extending its contract with the 

Dallas-based energy conserva-
tion company Cenergistic.

The School Board initially 
approved a contract with the 
Cenergistic in February 2015 to 
create an energy efficient en-
vironment within the district’s 
schools. The district’s cost that 
first fiscal year was $337,850, 
which included a monthly fee 
and software costs.

Among the district’s energy 
saving initiatives was putting 

LED lights in gymnasiums to 
replace the big metal hydride 
lights, which use a much great-
er amount of energy compared 
to the LED lights that provide 
more light.

The program includes a 
Cenergistic energy specialist as-
signed solely to the Highlands 
District. That person from the 
start, and for five years now, 
has been Tracy Robinson.

Conducting building energy 

audits, which take about 30 
minutes to an hour, is one of 
her duties.

She makes a list on her 
smartphone of anything left 
on or things running that 
shouldn’t be running, Robinson 
said.

Her workday hours are 
sporadic depending on what 
she is doing with no set hours, 

Energy Savings — School District trimming utility 
bills through conservation program
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The half-cent sales school sales tax 
has paid for facility improved such 
as new windows. Properly installed 
moderns windows can help save 
energy.
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TALLAHASSEE — 
Wondering how many bills the 
Florida Legislature has sent to 
Republican Gov. Ron DeSantis 
in the first three weeks of its 
annual 60-day session?

The answer is zero. None. 
Zippo. Nada. Zilch.

But one of the first bills 
expected to hit the governor’s 
desk is a measure that will 
require girls under the age of 
18 to get a parent’s permission 
before having an abortion. 
The Senate is expected to pass 
the bill in the upcoming week, 
sending it to the House, which 
has made the legislation a 
priority.

It expands a law that 
requires parents of minors to 
be notified if their daughters 
get an abortion. But right now, 
parents don’t have a say in the 
decision. Similar to current 
law, girls would be able to 

petition a court to get a waiver 
from the requirement if they 
are victims of abuse or incest, 
or if they can convince a judge 
that getting their parent’s 
permission would cause them 
harm.

While that’s been one of the 
most talked about bills this 
session, there are hundreds 
more being considered by 
lawmakers.

A bill aimed at illegal bear 
hunting will hit the House 
floor in the week ahead, while 
a similar bill moves through 
Senate committees.

While Florida allowed a lim-
ited bear hunt in 2015, killing 
the large mammals remains 
illegal. The Florida black bear 
population has bounced back 
in recent years and they now 
number about 4,000 around 
the state.

But Republican Rep. David 
Smith doesn’t think it’s right 
that the penalties for illegally 

killing bears isn’t as harsh as 
they are for killing deer or 
wild turkey out of season. His 
bill would increase fines and 
penalties for killing a bear, or 

for being in possession of or 
selling a dead bear.

Another bill coming up 
would raise the age to buy to-
bacco products from 18 to 21. 

The measure also would add 
new restrictions to smoking 
near schools, require anyone 
under the age of 30 be carded 
before they can buy tobacco 
and would only allow cigarette 
vending machines in places 
that deny access to anyone 
under 21.

A bill making its second 
House committee stop 
would allow city and county 
commissioners and school 
board members to carry guns 
to meetings if they have a 
concealed weapons permit. 
Guns are now banned at 
government meetings, but 
supporters point to shootings 
around the country and say 
meetings can sometimes get 
contentious.

An ethics bill to ban politi-
cians from donating leftover 
campaign money to a charity 
where they’re employed is 

Abortion, nude beaches, bears on Florida’s legislative plate
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In this file photo, Gov. Ron DeSantis speaks at pre-legislative news confer-
ence in Tallahassee. The 60-day Florida legislative session has yet to produce 
a bill sent to the governor. But that will be changing soon.
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AVON PARK — While 
Councilwoman Maria 
Sutherland made a case 
for the City to have a 
building official, Mayor 
Garrett Anderson 
believes the City 
should continue with 
the County handling 
building department 
issues.

At a recent council 
meeting, Sutherland 
said the council should 
be thinking about what 
it needs in the future.

She spoke with a 
county building official 
recently and the county 
collects about $63,000 
in fees, permitting and 

issues, for Avon Park in 
2019. It can fluctuate due 

to the economy.
They had 900 building inspections, 

not including code enforcement issues, 
Sutherland said.

“I have no objection in raising taxes as 
long as I know what the taxes are going 
to be used for,” she said. “During the last 
budget we were proposed an incremen-
tal tax increase, but there was not plan to 
use those taxes.

“If we know there is going to be a need 
to really revamp our Code Enforcement 
Department, I believe it really needs 
to have that done,” Sutherland said. By 
hiring a building official, who would also 
serve as code enforcement official, it 
would really fix a lot of the problems that 
the City has in communicating with the 
County.

It is not their job to review our code 
it is only their job to review code for 
building/construction, she said.

If it is done in-house, it is not a big 
money maker, but it will at least get 
the City in control of its destiny when 

AP Council 
discusses adding 
building official
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WASHINGTON — 
President Donald Trump’s 
impeachment trial heads 
toward a historic conclusion 
this week, with senators 
all-but-certain to acquit him 
on charges of abuse of power 
and obstruction of Congress 
after narrowly rejecting 
Democratic demands to 
summon witnesses.

There’s still plenty of drama 
to unfold before Wednesday’s 
vote.

The vote is expected to cap 
a months-long investigation 
spurred by a whistleblower 
complaint that Trump 
improperly withheld U.S. 
military aid from Ukraine in 
a bid to pressure it to launch 
investigations into 2020 
Democratic rival Joe Biden.

In the Senate, Republicans 
hold a 53-47 advantage and 
there’s nowhere near the two-
thirds needed for conviction 

and removal. On Friday, 
Republicans blocked consid-
eration of new witnesses and 
documents, setting up the 
speedy acquittal vote for the 
coming week.

It will be a frenetic next few 
days.

Today, House impeach-
ment managers and Trump’s 
defense team return to the 
Senate floor to make closing 
arguments in the trial, the 
same day the 2020 presiden-
tial election kicks off with the 
first votes cast in the Iowa 
caucuses.

On Tuesday, Trump will 
deliver his State of the Union 
address.

Will some Democratic 
senators join Republicans to 
acquit Trump, allowing him 
to claim a bipartisan “exon-
eration”? Will Trump gloat or 
express any regret over the 
Ukraine matter after key GOP 
senators during the trial criti-
cized his actions as improper, 
but ultimately not impeach-
able? Will Wednesday’s Senate 
vote be the final say in the 
matter?

What to watch as the third 
impeachment trial in U.S. 
history heads to a close:

CLOSING ARGUMENTS

The trial resumes at 11 a.m. 
today for closing arguments 
by the two legal teams, with 
each side getting two hours. 
After the arguments, the 
Senate goes back into normal 
session to allow lawmakers 
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Impeachment trial heads to end in frenetic week
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In this Feb. 5, 2019, file photo, President Donald Trump delivers his State of the Union address to a joint session of Congress on Capitol Hill in 
Washington, as Vice President Mike Pence and Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., watch.
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Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., gives a thumbs-up as 
he leaves the Senate chamber at the Capitol Friday, Jan. 31, 2020, in 
Washington.
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