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Ag. Comm. Fried issues statement on record-
high COVID-19 cases; 

Publisher explains why he wears a facemask 
By Jeff M. Hardison © June 17, 2020 at 8:10 a.m. 
     TALLAHASSEE – Yesterday (Tuesday, June 16) with Florida reporting a record-
high 2,783 new COVID-19 cases, Florida Agriculture Commissioner Nikki Fried, an 
independently-elected member of the Florida Cabinet, offered the following statement, 
which was sent to press outlets on June 16. 
     “Today’s record-high new cases makes it clear: Governor (Ron) DeSantis has lost 
control of Florida’s COVID-19 response. His policies are simply not working, and he’s 
recklessly reopening Florida despite the data screaming for caution. Refusing to 
acknowledge the alarming patterns in cases, hospitalizations, and positivity is not only 
arrogant, but will cost lives, public health, and our economy. To our citizens, I implore 
you to wear masks and continue social distancing – and just because a place is open, 
doesn’t mean it’s safe to go there. To our local governments, please encourage your 
residents to stay home, mask up, and socially distance. If the governor is unwilling to 
make the right decisions, then they must be made in our cities, our states, and our 
homes. We are in this together, and I will continue fighting on behalf of all Floridians.” 
     Tuesday’s new cases if COVID-19 heralds the second record-high this week after 
Sunday’s 2,581 new cases within 24 hours, and follows increasing trends of case 
positivity and hospitalizations, which “cannot be attributed to more testing,” Fried said 
as she countered DeSantis’ repeated statements meant to quell concern about 
hospitalizations and deaths from COVID-19. 
    Commissioner Fried “has been the most outspoken critic of the way the governor has 
handled his messaging to the public during the pandemic,” according to the Miami 
Herald. 
     HardisonInk.com owner and Publisher Jeff M. Hardison wrote a statement (here) to 
try to influence people to wear facemasks when they were in situations in which there 
was a potential of being within six feet of a person speaking. 
     “If I live another six months,” Hardison said, “I’ll be eligible for some sort of health 
insurance provided by the federal government to people 65 years or older in the United 
States, who have paid some amount of federal taxes in America, et cetra.” 
     Medicare is a national health insurance program in the United States, begun in 1966 
under the Social Security Administration. 
     Hardison, who has worked since 1971 as a student journalist in high school and 
college, and then as a professional journalist, shared some stories from his most recent 
15 or so years in Levy County. 
     “I accepted a job as a reporter at the Levy County Journal,” Hardison said, “after the 
reporter there reportedly died from pneumonia, which I am told he contracted from him 
not going to a doctor soon enough.” 
     Hardison said he wanted to move to rural Florida after having returned to Pinellas 
County as a freelancer and independent contractor. Hardison was born in St. 
Petersburg. This period of freelance work came after a five-year stint as a professional 
educator in public and private institutions of learning. 
     The multiple award-winning daily and weekly professional journalist said he thanks 
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God for his wife Sharon, who he first met in Indian River County when he was the 
bureau chief of the Palm Bay Sun in Brevard County (1986), when she was the office 
manager for that newspaper and another weekly in Sebastian. She and her son, Dan 
Hannigan, whom Hardison considers as his own son, traveled through several counties 
with the man until Hannigan graduated from Lemon Bay High School in Charlotte 
County, and then stayed in that part of Florida. 
     “Within a relatively short time of working for the Levy County Journal, which was 
owned then by the now late Andy Andrews,” Hardison continued, “I went to work for 
Landmark, or some such-named corporation that owns the weekly papers in Chiefland 
and Williston, the daily newspaper in Citrus County and owns some other interests.” 
      While at the Chiefland newspaper, Hardison’s old friend Claude Lewis started 
working at that weekly. Lewis, a sports reporter who Hardison first met in 1991 when 
Hardison started as a reporter at the daily Charlotte Sun-Herald, before Hardison 
became editor of the daily Englewood Sun-Herald in 1992, often joked and socialized 
with the Englewood editor when he would go to the Port Charlotte office for daily 
editorial duties. 
     “Claude and I had a lot of fun in Port Charlotte,” Hardison said, “in the newsroom as 
we joked about sports news and other news in the area. Claude had an excellent sense of 
humor.” 
     Hardison was working as a reporter at the daily Lake City Reporter newspaper when 
he heard in 2008 or 2009 that his friend Lewis had died from an asthma attack as he 
drove from Chiefland to Jasper to cover a high school football game for the weekly in 
Chiefland. 
     “I had forgotten that Claude had asthma,” Hardison said, “and it struck me that the 
first place where I earned a Florida Press Award for investigative reporter, when I was a 
reporter at The Jasper News (Jasper, 1983) and the last place I accepted an FPA award 
for investigative reporting (Chiefland, 2007) were the two points between which my old 
friend would die in the line of duty as a sports writer.” 
     Hardison said the two journalists he knew or learned about who died in this part of 
Florida as they struggled to breathe were reminders to him to not tempt fate with not 
being able to breathe. 
     “I know that Heaven for eternity is my final destination,” Hardison said, “because of 
what I learned in the faith I chose. I am in no hurry toward that end, however, because 
eternity is a long time and I want to enjoy my short time here on Earth.” 
     Hardison said scientists who study COVID-19 have clearly said that people who don’t 
show any symptoms of the disease can be contagious and spread it to other people. 
Medical professionals have repeatedly said that wearing face coverings significantly 
reduces the odds of spreading the disease. 
     “I don’t want to die as I struggle to take air into my lungs,” Hardison said. “Likewise, 
I don’t want to be the guy that spreads a disease that causes other people to die in that 
manner. That is why I wear a facemask. That is why I am noting here that I hope people 
will overcome whatever vanity they have in them and wear a facemask to reduce the 
odds of killing other people – especially journalists. 
     “People know I have a bit of vanity and occasional lack of humility. These are traits 
that I know God forgives me for, however I strive to improve in that manner, to be less 
vane and to have more humility,” the (self-proclaimed – legendary) Florida journalist 
concluded in his plea for others to wear facemasks, too. 


