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Duke Energy offers payment plans as billing resumes
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — In March, Duke 
Energy suspended disconnection 
of power because of inability to 
pay, waived late fees and credit/
debit card payment fees due to 
coronavirus shutting down the 
economy. After six months, Duke 
is returning to its standard billing 
practices.

Duke customers began receiving 
notices Monday, however, dis-
connections will not begin until 

Sept. 2. Duke Energy has programs 
to help customers pay for their 
bills, but they need to act quickly, 
according to Duke’s Corporate 
Communications spokeswoman 
Ana Gibbs.

“Currently there are a variety 
of payment options and financial 
assistance programs available to 
customers,” she said. “If custom-
ers don’t take action now, those 
opportunities may not be available 
in the future.”

The company has enhanced 
its customer care to help clients, 

residential and small business 
owners, pay their bills, according to 
a news article on Duke’s website.

“Duke Energy Florida has been 
proactively working with custom-
ers who are accumulating past-due 
balances on their utility bills, 
offering payment plans to mitigate 
potentially more significant finan-
cial challenges in the future,” Gibbs 
said. “However, some customers 
are currently not paying any 
portion of their bill, building up 
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A Duke Energy crew member works on a power line.

County temporary attorney on duty
Money moved to pay bill

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Sherry Sutphen of Bell & 
Roper P.A. in Orlando is now Highlands 
County’s interim county attorney.

County commissioners have ap-
proved a budget amendment of $62,000 
to pay for immediate temporary legal 
services. Sutphen had her first meeting 
with the board last week as interim 
attorney.

Previously, she was at the Aug. 4 
meeting, representing the county’s 
interest in regard to former county at-
torney Joy Carmichael taking the option 
to resign and take a settlement versus 
having a public hearing about her job.

Last Tuesday, commissioners rear-
ranged $62,000 to cover her remaining 
costs for the fiscal year.

After that Sutphen presented a legal 
item to the board.

“Now that funding has been approved 
for me, I’ve decided to do some work,” 
Sutphen said.

She said that the state had finally 
caught up with the county’s 2010 early 
adoption of e-verification requirement 
for contractors.

State legislation will go into effect in 
2021, and Sutphen asked the county to 
rescind its requirement, with its specific 
language, and let her draft new lan-
guage for contracts in accordance with 
the upcoming state law, due to take 
effect by January.

Rescinding the specific language, she 
said, would give her the flexibility to 
draft appropriate language for each new 
contract.

She said the statute gives counties 
“teeth” to penalize contractors for 
not following the E-Verify guidelines, 
such as termination of contracts. It 
also provides enforcement powers on 

general contractors if subcontractors 
don’t comply with the regulations.

E-Verify is an internet-based system 
that compares information entered 
by an employer from an employee’s 
Form I-9, Employment Eligibility 
Verification, to records available to the 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
and the Social Security Administration 
to confirm employment eligibility.

If has been criticized by the National 
Immigration Law Center, which con-
tends that “both U.S. citizens who were 
born abroad and authorized immigrant 
workers are more likely to get negatively 
affected by a system error, which can 
result in a job loss.”

However, the Department of 
Homeland Security claims E-Verify 
is the best means available to verify 
employment eligibility of newly hired 
employees because it “virtually elimi-
nates Social Security mismatch letters, 

improves wage and tax reporting 
accuracy, protects U.S. worker jobs 
and helps employers maintain a legal 
workforce.”

Elwell asked Sutphen if the state 
law would affect agricultural workers. 
It would, she said, but would have a 
greater affect on county contractors, 
directly.

Ray Royce, speaking as a member 
of the Lake Placid Town Council, said 
he would have concern about whether 
or not the County Commission would 
review contract language before it’s 
enacted, especially with regard to con-
tractors who work with the town and 
county through interlocal agreement.

From an agriculturalist standpoint, 
as a citrus grower, Royce said there is 
still language to use the I-9 system in 
federal and state regulations, and the 

Judge blocks Florida order to reopen classrooms

By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

A Florida judge temporarily blocked Gov. Ron DeSantis and 
top education officials from forcing public schools to reopen 
brick-and-mortar classrooms amid the ongoing coronavirus 
pandemic, ruling that the state’s order “arbitrarily disregards 
safety.”

In his ruling, Leon County Judge Charles Dodson said the 
mandate to reopen schools usurped local control from school 
districts in deciding for themselves whether it was safe for 
students, teachers and staffers to return.

The Florida Education Association had sued the state after 
Education Commissioner Richard Corcoran issued an order 
earlier this summer mandating that schools reopen classrooms 
by Aug. 31 or risk losing funding.

“The districts have no meaningful alternative,” the judge 
wrote in his opinion.

“If an individual school district chooses safety, that is, delay-
ing the start of schools until it individually determines it is safe 
to do so for its county, it risks losing state funding, even though 
every student is being taught,” he ruled.

Monday’s COVID-19 update from the Florida Department of 
Health showed new cases were on the decline with only 2,258 
new cases added for the state. The percentage of positivity rate 
was only 5.20%, which is the second lowest since Aug. 12. The 
lowest percentage of positivity rate was 4.9% on Aug. 21. It has 
been 11 days with a positivity rate under 9%.

The new infections bring the total cases for Florida to 
602,829, including non-residents. Monday brought 72 deaths 
attributed to coronavirus. The death toll is 10,534, including 
non-residents for the state. The state crossed the 600,000 
threshold on Sunday.

Highlands County, only added five new cases of COVID-19 
for a total of 1,740 cases, including non-residents. The positiv-
ity rate on Monday was 3.66%; a significant drop from 8.72% 
positivity on Sunday. The 3.66% positivity is also the second 
lowest rate since Aug. 10. On Friday, the positivity rate was 
2.68%. The World Health Organization recommends a positivity 
rate of 5% or less for a two-week average before reopening.

There were no new deaths, so the death toll remains at 53.
According to the Agency for Health Care Administration, 

there are currently 24 patients hospitalized with COVID-19 as 
of 2:01 p.m. Monday. There have been 189 hospitalizations in 
total. There have been three patients discharged since Sunday. 
AHCA shows the county’s bed census at 175 and 79 beds 
available or 31.10%. ICU bed census for the county is 29 with 
five beds available or 14.71%.

There have been 926 women infected with coronavirus Diane Spires and Betty Lesane joined other members from First Baptist Church at South Oak Street in Lake Placid to 
welcome students and staff back to school last week. Prayers for a healthy year, honking horns and lots of thumbs up 
were shared to support the students and faculty.
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