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Fanning Springs clerk returns money to journalist Fire 
chief demoted to firefighter 

 
Story and Video By Jeff M. Hardison © March 7, 2016 @ 11:37 p.m. 
     FANNING SPRINGS – Five hours after a journalist paid $2 for two pages of public records, Fanning 
Springs City Clerk Sheila Watson – through her agent Pam Wilson, utilities collections clerk – returned the $2. 
     Watson was reported to be “in a meeting,” but Wilson had been instructed to return the money that 
afternoon. 
     The $2 return began from first having the journalist give the city the money. On Monday morning (March 
7), it appeared as if Watson was going to stick to her guns and charge $2, rather than 30-cents for two pages of 
public records. 
     One piece of paper is the contract for Fanning Springs interim City Attorney Ray E. Thomas Jr., dated 
March 3. The other piece of paper is a Feb. 25 letter from Fanning Springs Mayor Howell E. "Trip" Lancaster 
III that demotes former Fanning Springs Fire Chief Ron McQueen from chief to volunteer firefighter. 
     Despite repeated attempts in the morning hours to help Watson understand that it was not a certified copy 
of these records that was being sought, but was the 15-cent version instead, Watson repeatedly said the policy 
of the City of Fanning Springs is to make all public records requests certified copies. 
     Hardison explained this one part of that morning, which began with requests to inspect public records. 
     "First, I asked to inspect the request for proposal for a new city attorney, because Conrad Bishop Jr. resigned 
after serving the city for 28 years," Hardison said. "Watson told me the RFP is no more complete today (on 
Monday) than it was on Thursday (March 3) when I first requested it. The City Council instructed that RFP to 
be advertised about a month ago at the February monthly meeting." 
     The journalist then asked to inspect a copy of the contract for the hiring of Ray E. Thomas Jr. of Cross City 
as the interim attorney. Watson produced that single sheet of paper. Hardison took a picture of it. 
     "I have a legible copy of it in my camera," Hardison said. "I just wanted the clerk to carry through with her 
violation of the law so that I could prove it with evidence. The reason I wanted this evidence is because I have 
had other occasions where government workers violated the law, and I did not have enough proof to exceed 
reasonable doubt." 
     The multiple award-winning daily and weekly newspaper editor and reporter then spoke about other 
requests of the clerk that morning. 
     "I asked to inspect the last timecard submitted by her for payment by the city," Hardison said. "Watson told 
me that she does not submit a timecard. She works 32.5 hours per week, and charges time-and-a-half after she 
reaches a 40-hour mark during a week. She said she works more hours than she charges the city for, however 
there is no documentation, according to her, of her working any certain hours. I asked if she knew that the 
United States Department of Labor would like her to put down the correct amount of time she works. She said 
she did know that." 
     Hardison then asked to buy the piece of paper (public record) that is the contract for the interim attorney. 
     Watson said it would be $1. 
     "I said it should cost 15 cents," Hardison said. "She said it will be certified. I said I do not want the $1 
version. I want the 15-cent version. She said that is not possible because the city has a policy and procedure. 
She asked if I would like to see the statute that allows her to charge $1 for certified copies. I asked her if she had 
spoken with Eighth Judicial Circuit State Attorney William Cervone yet. She said 'No.' I paid my $1 and took a 
receipt as well as the copy of the over-priced document." 
     The daily news website owner then left Fanning Springs City Hall for a few minutes. 
     "I returned into City Hall," Hardison said. "I asked for a copy of the letter from Mayor Howell E. 'Trip' 
Lancaster III to Fire Chief Ron McQueen, in which the mayor demoted the chief to being a firefighter rather 
than the chief." 
     At first, Watson could not find it. Within 10 minutes, though, she had found it and made a certified copy. 
     "I said that I do not want a certified copy," Hardison said. "I wanted the 15-cent copy. She told me, in no 
uncertain terms, that was not going to happen because the town has a policy. I told her again that I was giving 
her an opportunity to collect only 15 cents for that document. She looked at me as if I did not understand what 
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she was saying. She stated that she had already explained to me why I am paying $1. I expressed to her, again, 
that I am correct about this issue." 
     The journalist paid and left with the letter and a receipt for payment. 
NEW ATTORNEY CONTRACT 
     Even though the RFP seeking a new attorney has not been advertised, Fanning Springs Mayor Lancaster 
found an interim attorney. 
     In a telephone interview Monday afternoon, Lancaster said City Council Chairman Paul Chase had asked 
him to find one. Lancaster said he called “quite a few” attorneys and Thomas was the only one to show up. 
     Lancaster did not answer the question seeking the names of which other attorneys he called. 
     Thomas is charging $2,500 a month as the retainer for his services, according to the contract. That covers 
the first 12.5 hours of service in the month, Lancaster said on the phone Monday. 
     After that, the interim city attorney’s rate is $200 per hour. 
     The contract is signed by Mayor Lancaster and attorney Thomas, and those signatures are witnessed by City 
Clerk Watson. 
 CHIEF DEMOTED 
     Rather than having a hearing with a mediator in regard to the suspension that Lancaster imposed on 
McQueen, the mayor chose another route. 
     “You are hereby notified that effective immediately you are demoted to the level of volunteer fire fighter,” 
Lancaster noted in the Feb. 25 letter to McQueen, “per Ordinance 92-03, Section 3.2.b, which states ‘ as a 
condition to reinstatement for suspension, an employee may be demoted in rank with a decrease in 
compensation.’” 
     “You will only go on calls and perform duties which are approved by Florida Statute for a Firefighter1,” 
Lancaster continued. “You will not be paid any compensation other than calls of training. All salary, stipend, or 
benefits previously paid will no longer apply. You are no longer titles as chief and have no supervisory 
authority.” 
MAYOR RESPONDS 
     Mayor Lancaster said late Monday afternoon that he never received phone messages to call Hardison last 
week about the city charging too much for public records. 
     He promised to continue to be available to the press and to the public. 
     The mayor said he had been told by Watson that the journalist had requested certified copies. The mayor 
was advised that if that is what he was told, then he was given incorrect information. 
     It was after that conversation, when Hardison chose to return to Fanning Springs City Hall, to again request 
public records – only this time the request would be on videotape. 
     With Watson being in a meeting for some undetermined amount of time, the journalist chose against that 
attempt. Instead, he was offered a complete refund for the overcharge of the morning. 
     “I tried to give utilities collection agent Wilson 30 cents for the two pages, but she said she had been 
instructed to give me back the whole $2,” Hardison said. “I hope this is an indication that the Fanning Springs 
city clerk understands about the cost of public records now." 


