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Dixie and Levy groups try to prevent drug abuse 

 
(from left) Levy County School Board Member Chris Cowart, Levy County 
Prevention Coalition Chief Operating Officer Jonathan Lewis, Dixie County Anti-
Drug Coalition Project Director Katrina G. VanAernam and Suwannee Valley 
Rotary Club President Tom Andresen provide a photo opportunity after the 
meeting. Cowart mentioned that the Levy County Education Foundation raised 
about $12,000 during its recent Beast Feast event. Cowart, who is a very active 
Rotarian, is also a member of the Levy County Prevention Coalition’s sector 
representatives. 
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     CHIEFLAND -- Members and guests of the Rotary Club of Suwannee Valley learned about a 
couple of anti-drug groups on Thursday afternoon (Oct. 29) during a luncheon meeting at the 
Community Building of Haven Hospice in Chiefland. 
     Just as the cancer has affected so many lives in the Tri-County Area of Levy, Dixie and 
Gilchrist counties, so too has the cancer of drug abuse hurt and killed countless people – and 
directly or indirectly affected almost every family in this part of Florida. 
     Katrina G. VanAernam, project director of the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition, was the 
guest speaker. 
     Jonathan Lewis, chief operating officer of the Levy County Prevention Coalition, also spoke. 
     VanAernam, who is also the president of the Rotary Club of Dixie County, was the guest of 
Rotarian Scott DeBerry. Tom Andresen, owner of Sew What! Custom Embroidery, is the 
president of the Suwannee Valley Rotary Club. Justin Hardy is the incoming president as well as 
the current secretary of that club and Holly McGlashan of the College of Central Florida’s Levy 
Campus is the treasurer of the Suwannee Valley Rotary Club. 
     VanAernam has been involved with the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition for five years. This 
was her first speaking engagement in Levy County. Levy County has a population that includes 
twice as many people as the Dixie County population of 18,600 people, she said. 
     Drug abuse knows no geographic or socio-economic boundaries, she said. 
     The Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition started in May of 2011, she said. VanAernam, a Dixie 
County native, said the coalition joined the Community Coalition Alliance that same year. 
     In 2008, the Community Coalition Alliance (CCA) was developed in response to a request 
from a Federal Project Officer to meet as a group and provide mentoring to one another. 
     “CCA provides a forum for partnerships, community involvement and participation, and 
interagency cooperation and collaboration by focusing on the issues with data-driven decision-
making, evidence-based strategies and the risk and protective factors of youth,” the CCA website 
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notes. “The group is comprised of members of community coalitions, who are made up of 
parents, teachers, law enforcement, businesses, religious leaders, health providers and other 
community activists who mobilize at the local level to make their communities safer, healthier 
and drug-free.” 
     In 2012-13, the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition partnered with Hernando County, 
VanAernam said. Hernando County had a population of about 137,000 individuals that year, she 
added. 
     Hernando County agreed to mentor Dixie County, she said. 
     In 2014, the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition received a federal grant called the Drug-Free 
Communities Grant. 
     VanAernam said Tammy Parrott of Southeast Clinical Research of Chiefland studies drugs 
and their effects on people. Parrott who is from Dixie County found there are many people from 
the Tri-County Area who are affected by pain medication they use, VanAernam said. 
     Parrott and VanAernam discussed for a long time the potential of starting a coalition to 
prevent drug abuse. At about the same time, Dixie County Superintendent of Schools Mark 
Rains, Dixie County Sheriff Dewey Hatcher Sr. and the late Dixie County Sheriff’s Office Capt. 
Chad Reed all worked to bring the group to fruition. 
     The late Capt. Reed would meet and share information with parents as the coalition was in its 
formative stage, VanAernam said after the meeting. 
     Superintendent of Schools Rains was the first public official to work at starting the group, 
VanAernam said, as he dedicated a lot of energy during those years before everything was 
solidified. 
     In time, the coalition came to be. The first two years, VanAernam and others were volunteers. 
Buddy Schofield is the president now. One former president of the group is Arthur Bellot. He 
and his wife Cindy are among the many very active volunteers. 
     VanAernam said she is thankful for Pastor Ed Ivey of the Cross City Church of God. Until the 
Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition obtained its 501-3c tax exemption, it was able to work through 
the church, she said. 
     Other volunteers and supporters include Dixie County Commissioners, City Council 
members, and 50 Dixie County residents. 
     The coalition eventually hired Angie Land, and she has been with the group for more than 
two years now. Land is the education and awareness director for the group. She is also the 
director of the Family Life Ministries of the Lafayette Baptist Association. 
      VanAernam said she has never used illegal drugs and has no desire to be around anyone 
using them. When she started, she did not even want to be in a room where drug prevention was 
being talked about. 
     VanAernam’s son, who was an excellent student, has had a drug problem that she knew about 
since 2009, and this is what led her to become involved in a group to help people not abuse 
drugs. 
     Project Coordinator Judy Sumrall is the other member of the current team on staff at the 
Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition, VanAernam said. 
     There is a nine-person board that works with people who are leaders in 12 different sectors of 
life in Dixie County, she said. 
     The Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition brings the community together in an effort to change 
things at a mass population level. She told a story about a sick frog who was taken from the 
pond, treated and released back to the pond when he was better. 
     However the frog became ill again and it was noticed there were other frogs in the pond 
suffering from the same health issues, she said as she used this parable to teach about methods 
to address health issues – including drug abuse. This means the environment of the pond needs 
to be improved for healthy frogs. 
     In this same manner, the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition plans to make the county a better 
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place so that the sickness of drug abuse will be affected by the environment of the county. 
     Among the methods used in Dixie County are the "Reality Tour," "Know the Law," 
"Compliance Checks" and "Friday Night Done Right." 
    The Reality Tour is a program that helps educate children as to the dangers of what one can 
expect from a path of drug and alcohol abuse. 
    The Know the Law booklet is a guide for parents and children to help make them aware of the 
laws and their consequences as they are applied. 
     Compliance Checks are a program that is a partnership with local law enforcement. 
Compliance Checks allow for real action and dialogue on the topic of underage sales of tobacco 
and alcohol to minors. 
     Friday Night Done Right is a program where the youth in the community are invited to a free 
event. This happens on occasion. During football season in Dixie County, there is a "Fifth 
Quarter" after each home game at First Baptist Church of Cross City. Everyone, including 
visiting teams, is invited to the post-game fun and food. 
     The operation is primarily grant-funded now, however a number of people have donated 
money as well as time and talents. Among the donors in Dixie County is Joe Anderson, 
VanAernam said. Anderson donated drug tests and he has volunteered to be a business leader in 
that sector for the drug-free community grant, she added. 
     Although VanAernam was the speaker invited by DeBerry, Lewis also found a chance to speak 
to Rotarians as he and VanAernam have worked together since the two individuals have the 
same goal – prevention of drug abuse and encouragement of healthy communities. 
     Lewis reminded the Rotarians who had been at a meeting two years ago when he spoke that 
he had addressed them about the Levy County Prevention Coalition. DeBerry is one of the more 
recent members of this club. 
     The Levy County Prevention Coalition performs many of the same actions as the Levy County 
Anti-Drug Coalition, he said. The Know the Law booklet is the same. Vendor and Merchant 
Training is a program that is similar to Compliance Checks. 
     In the Vendor and Merchant Training program, the Levy County Prevention Coalition goes to 
retailers that sell tobacco and alcohol. 
     “We try to make it a positive training,” Lewis said, “for the business owners to really protect 
themselves from over-serving to an adult or from serving to a minor. And of course, we 
accomplished our goal of reducing substance abuse through that way.” 
     The “Friday Night Done Right” program in Levy County is currently at Bronson Middle High 
School and Williston Middle High School, Lewis said, and the Levy County Prevention Coalition 
plans to bring it soon to Chiefland Middle High School. 
     VanAernam said she is receptive to helping the Friday Night Done Righty program in Levy 
County as well. 
     Other school-based programs that the Levy County Prevention Coalition offers, Lewis said 
are: “Too Good For Drugs,” serving 1,474 students at Bronson Elementary School, Chiefland 
Elementary School and Williston Elementary School; and “Project Success,” serving 71 students 
at Williston Middle School. 
     Lewis mentioned that one aspect of a coalition-based approach to something is to combine 
resources that might not otherwise be linked to accomplish a goal. 
     He reminded Rotarians about the Crab Fest event in Levy County just outside of Williston, 
where three years ago five people were shot and one of those victims died. 
     Since then, the Levy County Prevention Coalition worked with the Levy County Sheriff’s 
Office to improve the festival – which has never been sanctioned by the county government nor 
permitted as a special event. In fact, this event grew from an ad hoc social gathering with no 
particular group or person heading it. 
     Lewis was at the 2013 Crab Fest when the shots rang out. He was standing next to Levy 
County Sheriff Robert “Bobby” McCallum Jr. at that moment. 
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     Lewis said that law enforcement officers knew this environment at the Crab Fest historically 
had become ripe with illegal drugs as well as alcoholic beverages being prevalent. 
     The Levy County Prevention Coalition partnered with the LCSO, the Marion County Sheriff’s 
Office and the Florida Highway Patrol, Lewis said. The coalition provided meals in 2014 and 
2015 for law enforcement, firefighters and EMS personnel at those Crab Fests, he said, 
     Lewis said the 2014 Crab Fest was different than the deadly 2013 event. The MCSO and FHP 
played strong roles in assisting Levy County in both 2014 and earlier this year, he said. 
     The LCSO focused on crowd control, and the MCSO and FHP provided incoming traffic 
monitoring, Lewis said. 
     In 2014, there were 96 traffic stops made with 23 arrests as the people came into the county 
from Marion County on U.S. Alt. 27 and from Gainesville on State Road 121, Lewis said. In those 
operations, there was $6,800 seized and cocaine and marijuana were the key drugs taken off the 
street in that operation. 
     Within hours of those several arrests, some would-be problem-makers were turning around 
and not going to the festival, Lewis said, as they returned to Alachua and Marion counties. 
     This year (2015), there were roughly 60 traffic stops and 26 arrests, Lewis said. 
     “From a festival that was out of control (in 2013) with 10,000 people,” Lewis said, “no 
permits – there’s still not any permits. You went from a crowd of 10,000 out-of-control (people) 
down to about 3,000 at most.” 
     Lewis said the Levy County Prevention Coalition did not have a big budget to make a huge 
change, but through a cooperative effort with others, the needed alteration to that environment 
was brought about for the safety of everyone who wanted to go to a festival for fun, rather than 
to get high and hurt others. 
     Information provided on Saturday (Oct. 31) by the Levy County Prevention Coalition showed 
that the leaders of this coalition are: Chairman Crystal Seley, Co-Chairman Chris Cowart, 
Secretary Jennifer Radder, Treasurer (and founder) Robert Wells, Parliamentarian Edith 
Brown, and board members -  Sheriff McCallum, Assistant Superintendent of Schools Jeff 
Edison, and Williston Police Chief Dennis Strow. 


