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Hospital owner speaks with other investors as 
Williston hospital saga unfolds 

 
One of the patients who 
said she was not taken 
to Regional General 
Hospital and had to ask 
a deputy to take her 
there speaks to the 
County Commission on 
Tuesday (Feb. 16). 
Commission Chairman 
John Meeks said he has 
heard of these 
instances, but it was not 
until this meeting when 
people who were treated 
like this were heard. 
Chairman Meeks 
promised to investigate 
each of the cases 
brought to the attention 
of the county. 
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     BRONSON – Dr. Devaiah Pagidipati asked the Levy County Board of County 
Commissioners to float a municipal bond issue to generate money to help Regional General 
Hospital of Williston. 
     Dr. Pagidipati’s request for a private-public partnership with the County Commission on 
Tuesday (Feb. 16) was one part of a long session at the meeting. The doctor, who has sunk $4 
million-plus of his own money into RGH, is seeking other investors as well, he told 
HardisonInk.com after the meeting. 

 
Dr. Devaiah Pagidipati speaks to 
the County Commission. 
 
     The proverbial bottom line here, 
nonetheless, is that Dr. Pagidipati may 
close the hospital in 60 days if nothing 
pans out to change the status quo. 
     And from his perspective, one part 
of the problem with the status quo is 
from the Levy County Department of 

Public Safety’s staff continuously taking people to Gainesville hospitals rather than RGH. 
     Dr. Pagidipati has improved the facility to a point where Levy County commissioners Lilly 
Rooks, Mike Joyner and John Meeks all gave personal testimonials for everyone in the world to 
hear. 
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     And while the owner of the 
hospital, its staff and some 
number of patients are all 
attesting to the capability of this 
vastly improved institution, a 
haunting whisper-campaign 
based on outdated information 
from the hospital of years-gone-
by is gnawing at the business that 
employs 150 local people. 
 
County Commissioner Rock 
Meeks listens. 
 
     Another view of the issue 
involving EMS crews allegedly 
influencing patients to avoid 
RGH is from Levy County 
Medical Director Dr. Jason 

Jones, who thinks walk-in patients are the lifeblood of any hospital, and that even if zero 
patients arrived by ambulance, then this rural hospital would have enough revenue to keep its 
workers employed. 
     Dr. Jones and others on Tuesday repeatedly pointed out that the paramedics and emergency 
medical technicians employed by the county government are of the highest caliber, and are not 
following orders from on-high to detract from the established good reputation of RGH. 
     However, Dr. Pagidipati stated Tuesday morning that there will be, in the near future, a 
“whistle-blower” from the ranks of LCDPS EMS who will tell the public the truth about this 
matter of whether LCDPS is working to take patients away from RGH. 

     That concept, though, is in direct 
contrast with Dr. Jones’ opinion in 
that regard. 
 
Levy County Commissioner 
Danny Stevens notes what he 
hears at the meeting. 
 
     In an effort to prove his point, Dr. 
Pagidipati brought patients who gave 
first-hand statements to the County 
Commission about incidents where 
they were not taken to RGH when 
they asked to go there. Two weeks 
ago, County Commission Chairman  

John Meeks asked Dr. Pagidipati to substantiate the claim that the doctor had made previously 
about this alleged practice by the county ambulance crews. 
     One patient who had fallen off of a horse said she specifically told the EMS crew that she 
wanted to go to RGH. 
     They recommended against her going there. The accident victim said her mother works there, 
and she trusts the staff there will be able to tend to her medical needs. 
     She eventually conceded to the pressure from the ambulance crew and went to Shands in 
Gainesville, she said. 



HardisonInk.com 
     She arrived at 1:30 to 2 p.m., and it took until 5:30 to 6 p.m. before the emergency room staff 
on that day paid any attention to her, even though the ambulance had delivered her there, she 
said. 
     “I know if I had went to Regional General,” she added, “they would have seen me right there. 
I wouldn’t have had to wait any longer.” 
     The next patient to speak to the County Commission was the director of the RGH Pharmacy. 
About two years ago, she said she broke her nose in an accident on the road very close to the 
hospital. 
     The ambulance crew refused to take her to RGH. She said she asked for a ride to the RGH 
Emergency Room from a Levy County Sheriff’s Office deputy, and he took her there. It was only 
a few hundred feet, she said. 
     “I know what my hospital is capable of,” she said, “So I refused to go anywhere (else).” 
     She was treated and X-rayed at RGH. Later she went to a plastic surgeon for follow-up work 
on her nose, she said, but that would have been the same from procedure from any other 
emergency room. 

County Commissioner Lilly Rooks 
has been treated for an emergency at 
RGH. She was very pleased with her 
treatment. She was also referred to 
Shands, she said, where that hospital 
did not do anything that could not 
have been done at RGH.  
      Another female patient said she 
fell in her kitchen and was knocked 
out. The ambulance was called, and 
she regained consciousness before it 
arrived. 
     “I said, ‘I want to go to Regional 
General,’” she told the County 
Commission. “And they said, ‘No. 
We don’t take people there.’ And I 
said, ‘But that’s where I want to go.’” 
     This patient said she asked her 
daughter to drive her to RGH, and 
that is how she was transported to 

the hospital of her choice. This patient was admitted to the hospital due to test results showing 
an extremely low sodium amount in her blood, she said. 
     Williston Fire Chief Lamar Stegall provided a letter which Dr. Pagidipati read to show that 
Stegall had witnessed an LCDPS EMS crew repeatedly refused a patient’s request to go to RGH. 
     Another letter addressed a Feb. 8 event when a patient at Williston Retirement Home wanted 
to be taken to RGH for treatment was taken elsewhere. While the caregiver had wanted this 
patient to go to the nearest hospital where she could be treated, the patient was taken elsewhere. 
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Commissioner Mike 
Joyner has repeatedly said 
that he is completely 
satisfied with the care he 
was given at RGH. He also 
asked that the fight over 
EMS crews not taking 
patients to RGH be 
resolved. 
 
     Dr. Pagidipati said he 
started 20 months ago to save 
the hospital. He wanted to 
provide for the continuation of 
150 jobs. 
     “I spent my money,” he said. 
“I can’t spend money forever. I 
need help.” 
     He said he is thinking about 

closing the hospital in 60 days. There are consequences if this hospital closes, he said. 
     This county will never have a hospital, Dr. Pagidipati said. Interests have tried in Chiefland to 
start a hospital for 10 to 12 years, and that construction never started. 
     If the investors there had spent $40 million, Dr. Pagidipati said, the interest on that mortgage 
would be about $175,000 a month. Beyond that cost of money, there are day-to-day operational 
costs, he said. 
     The doctor reminded the County Commission that the hospital in Williston was built with 
public funds. Later, it went into private ownership and a series of owners after that gave it a bad 
reputation. 
     Then, Dr. Pagidipati came and began making significant improvements across the board at 
the hospital. He added equipment, professional staff, and cleaned it top to bottom. 
     If the hospital closes, there are 150 jobs that end. There will be another 7,200 people who 
could have been treated at that emergency room in one year, who will have to go elsewhere. This 
means the ambulance fleet must double, Dr. Pagidipati said. That means the special assessment 
for emergency medical services must increase significantly. 
     Another significant loss will be the deletion of a basic healthcare provider in the greater 
Williston area. 
 

 
Joseph T. Lander, an RGH 
employee, speaks about 
what he sees. Lindsey 
Lander, his brother, is an 
attorney in Trenton. In 
addition to his efforts to 
help RGH, Joseph Lander 
is also a businessman who 
has an interest in the 
Dixie County Advocate 
and a new weekly 
newspaper that is serving 
Bell and Gilchrist County. 
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THE ALTERNATIVE 
     One possible alternative to Dr. Pagidipati closing the hospital in 60 days, he said, is a public-
private partnership with the county. 
     “I’m not here to make money,” Dr. Pagidipati said. “I am here to help. I wanted to make 
healthy people in the county.” 
     One option would be to have a municipal bond sold to raise money so that Dr. Pagidipati 
could built two free-standing emergency rooms – one at RGH Williston and one at Chiefland. 
     Then the RGH Emergency Room could be brought to the standard set for transporting 
patients who now go to Gainesville, he said. 
     One of the problems in Levy County, Dr. Pagidipati said, is the protocol that takes patients to 
the other counties’ hospitals – but there is no protocol to bring them back to Levy County. 
     After some of the people are treated, they do not have transportation home, he said. 
     He asked Levy County to pay for indigents’ care. 
     Dr. Pagidipati said another option he sees is for him -- is to give the government the keys to 
the building. He will give the hospital to Levy County. 
     The doctor said he wants to work with LCDPS EMS to slowly transform the situation, because 
if there was a sudden change in procedures, RGH may not be able to handle a quick change in 
volume. 
     “If you bring me 20 patients today, we cannot handle it,” he said, “because we are on a 
skeletal crew.” 
     Joseph Lander, an RGH employee, said he sees two scenarios from the examples of patients 
who have been turned away from RGH by the county ambulance crews. 
     In one instance, the pharmacy director knew from her medical background and training what 
she needed for emergency care, Lander said. 
     “She literally got out of the ambulance and had to be transported by a sheriff’s deputy (to) 
there (RGH),” Lander said. 
     Another example is of what appears to the most typical, he said. 
     “She’s a young girl,” Lander said. “She’s in the ambulance. Anytime you’re strapped to a 
backboard in an ambulance, and you have people standing over you, and you say ‘This is where 
I’d like to go.’ And they say ‘I don’t think that’s appropriate. That’s not appropriate.’ At some 
point, you go (and say) ‘Uncle’ and you go on.” 
     There are many tax dollars being spent to send people out of Levy County for medical care, he 
said. 
     In Medicare cases alone, in 2013, there were 52,000 miles of ambulance trips billed. Lander 
said those are the most recent figures he could obtain. 
     That is a lot of wear and tear on ambulances and it is a lot of time for those ambulances to be 
out of the county – unable to respond to other calls for help in Levy County, because they are 
tied up in other counties delivering patients. 
     Several RGH employees, including one who has been there since 2004, told the County 
Commission that this hospital gives patients individualized care. 
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     The hospital is vastly improved. Dr. Pagidipati kept his pledge to bring it up to a point where 
the people who put their names on plaques for rooms would be proud again. 
     Express Training Service of Gainesville has graduated several classes of nurses. This 
healthcare technical school has been unable to use Shands or North Florida Regional Medical 
Center for its students to learn. However, RGH has been very accommodating in helping student 
nurses to learn at the hospital under the direction of certified instructors. 
     If the hospital closes, there will be another casualty – that school as a whole, and many of its 

current nursing students, 
because clinical classes will 
be hampered. 
 
Dr. Jason Jones, Levy 
County medical director, 
said he believes the 
ambulance crews in this 
county are excellent 
professionals who care 
first about their patients. 
 
 

DR. JONES' PERSPECTIVE 
     Dr. Jones said that every single person in the county wants the hospital to do well. 
     Dr. Jones said many of the same things he did in a story first published Feb. 4 and visible 
here https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/2-4-16-hardisonink-com-
medical-director-responds-to-allegations.pdf. 
     Patients get to choose the hospital where they would like to go if they are awake, alert and 
coherent, he said. Patients who are critically ill or who are dying are put into the care of the 
Paramedics, Dr. Jones said, and those men and women make their decisions based on what they 
believe is the best medical choice. 
     Paramedics are encouraged to tell patients what hospitals have different capabilities, Dr. 
Jones said. 
     “We value Regional General Hospital a lot,” he said, “but neighboring hospitals have certain 
facilities and certain capabilities that Regional General Hospital does not (have).” 
     These include: the presence of a physician in the hospital 24-hours-a-day; board-certified 
emergency physicians; in-house specialists – like 24-hour cardiologists, pediatricians, 
ophthalmologists; and the whole assortment of surgeons. Also at these other hospitals, there is 
blood for transfusions; operating rooms; and facilities to treat heart attacks and stroke. 
     Geographically, Levy County is one of the top 10 largest counties in the state, Dr. Jones said. 
Paramedics must cover an enormous amount of territory every minute of every day and night. 
     “These are the good people who are putting themselves in harm’s way regularly,” Dr. Jones 
said, “paramedics and EMTs who put themselves at risk, to take care of other people who are 
critically ill.” 
     Dr. Jones said they are not told to divert people away from Levy County. The medical staff 
members of LCDPS are excellent, he said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/2-4-16-hardisonink-com-medical-director-responds-to-allegations.pdf.
https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/2-4-16-hardisonink-com-medical-director-responds-to-allegations.pdf.
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Robert Mack said he 
thinks the current policy 
for transporting patients 
in Levy County is 
unclear. He also 
mentioned that he grew 
up in Williston and 
knows many members 
of the county's 
ambulance crews. He 
thinks highly of their 

skills. Mack also said action at RGH  helped save his mother's life, and he sees this 
hospital as being of great value to Levy County. 
 
ROBERT MACK SPEAKS UP 
     Robert Mack, a candidate for Williston City Council, shared his thoughts about the hospital. 
     Mack said it is his opinion, after reading the policy, that it is unclear about transporting 
patients because there are clauses and exceptions that make it unclear. 
     This policy does not help the people of Williston or Levy County, he said. 
     Mack said he grew up in Williston and knows most of the LCDPS ambulance crew members. 
He knows they are fine, highly educated individuals. 
     “We have no idea as residents, what the (patient transportation) policy is to be followed,” 
Mack said. “Right here, we had something that says ‘protocol as established by the emergency 
medical director’ and that’s your policy.” 
     Dr. Jones said the patient decides where he or she wants to go, if they are awake, alert and 
coherent. One guideline is to take the patient to the nearest hospital – which often is RGH. 
     With 6,000 patients in a year, is it possible that a couple did not receive treatment as one 
might expect with guidelines that allow the patient to choose their hospital? Dr. Jones asked? 
Yes, it is possible. 
     Near the end of the conversation, County Commissioner Rock Meeks said there are distances 
from Williston, like from Fanning Springs, where it is closer to go to Gainesville. Commissioner 
Meeks mentioned, too, that some patients see doctors who are connected with Gainesville 
hospitals, and that is why they request to go there rather than to remain in Levy County.     
 

 
Levy County Commission 
Chairman John Meeks pauses 
for a moment after the long 
session regarding the hospital. 
Here he is granting a request 
for a photo opportunity where 
he is smiling. During the 
hospital discussion period, the 
county commissioners did not 
smile. It involved some harsh 
news, including that the 
hospital may soon close. 
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CHAIRMAN JOHN MEEKS CLOSES 
     Levy County Commission Chairman John Meeks made the final comments in the discussion 
about RGH. 
     Chairman Meeks said he invited Lander to bring proof of people asking to go to RGH and 
being coerced to go to hospitals in Gainesville. 
     In June of 2015, Chairman Meeks went on, he met with Dr. Jones and others and Dr. 
Pagidipati made the same allegations then. 
     Chairman Meeks said this is enough proof so that it can be investigated for quality control of 
the LCDPS. He said he will seek answers as best as possible, keeping in mind there are laws 
regulating privacy of medical issues of patients. 
     These cases will be reviewed to see the circumstances, Chairman Meeks said. 
     The County Commission chairman said he believes there will be an answer as to why the 
ambulance crews saw a need to transport these patients to places other than RGH at those 
times. 
     “I don’t want Williston Hospital go away,” Chairman Meeks said. “My wife who is a nurse in 
the neo-natal intensive care (unit) at Shands Hospital cut her finger on a can lid, on a can of 
peas of all things, one day during the summer when the kids were out of school. She went to 
Regional General. She walked in (after) she drove herself there. 
     “She was treated well,” he continued. “They didn’t know her from Adam. I don’t think 
anybody said ‘Oh this might be Commissioner Meeks’s wife. We better take better care of her. 
She was treated like every other patient from Levy County who walks in there was treated.” 
     Meeks said he is appreciative of RGH staff caring for his wife’s injury. 
     “Whatever we can do to make sure this hospital is successful,” he said, “we are going to do. 
But we’ve got to keep in mind, folks, we do not have a lot of money. So, if we’re being asked to 
take over a hospital or run a hospital, I don’t know that Levy County is in a position for that.” 
     The commission leader said, too, that will be a discussion for the people to cover in the future. 
     “We are going to take this one step at a time,” Meeks said. “We are going to handle these 
(patient transport) procedure questions. But I just want everyone in this room to know what I 
believe in my heart. We have the best group of paramedics and EMTs in the state of Florida -- 
without a doubt.” 
     Chairman Meeks reminded all listeners that these ambulance crews must make life and death 
decisions within seconds. Looking back, a person can spend days to reconsider the choices they 
made on the spot. 
     “I believe every one of our paramedics and EMTs is operating with the patients’ best interest 
in mind.” Chairman Meeks said. “That’s not a dig on Williston Hospital, or Regional General 
Hospital. That’s not that they have a preference toward Shands or North Florida (Regional 
Medical Center), or Munroe or Seven Rivers. They just want to get the patient the best possible 
care they can.” 


