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New date set for fire chief's reinstatement hearing 
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     FANNING SPRINGS -- As of the Tuesday night (May 10) meeting in Fanning Springs City 
Hall, it will be either June 15 or 16 when a hearing is conducted in regard to continuing to 
resolve Fanning Springs Fire Chief Ron McQueen's suspension appeal. 
     The latest twist in the ongoing saga shows the quasi-judicial hearing set for mid-June will be 
under the direction of a new hearing officer. 
     Attorney M. Michael O'Steen of Cross City recused himself from being the hearing officer, per 
a motion by McQueen's attorney Sunshine Baynard of Chiefland. A recusal occurs when a judge, 
or in this case a hearing officer, excuse himself from a case because of a possible conflict of 
interest or lack of impartiality. 
     Chief McQueen is appealing his suspension by Mayor Howell E. "Trip" Lancaster III. That 
suspension resulted from the mayor's interpretation of law -- and that interpretation is 
contested by McQueen. 
     Lancaster believes that the amended state law setting requirements for fire chiefs mandates 
that McQueen be a firefighter II, but McQueen is a firefighter I. 
     McQueen said that law applies to fire chiefs who lead paid fire departments. He has been the 
fire chief of Fanning Springs for several decades now, and there is no evidence of him failing to 
be extremely proficient in that post. 
     The Fanning Springs Fire Rescue Department has been and remains a volunteer fire 
department. 
     Given the replacement of interim Fanning Springs City Attorney Ray E. Thomas Jr. on 
Tuesday night by a 4-1 City Council vote, the attorney firm for the city in most matters will be 
Dell Graham, a Gainesville-based law firm. 
     Attorney Jamie White of that firm was present at the Tuesday night meeting, but attorney 
David Delaney can be anticipated to help the city as well, and paralegals may be performing 
research when needed. 
     However, while the Dell Graham Law Firm is the new city attorney for Fanning Springs, there 
are going to be other attorneys involved in this quasi-judicial hearing. 
     There was some discussion about the canceling of the May 17 hearing date that had been set 
prior to Hearing Officer O’Steen approving the motion to recuse him as the hearing officer. 
     Attorney Baynard is representing McQueen. 
     Attorney William H. “Bill” Andrews, a labor attorney who represents employers, will 
represent Mayor Lancaster and the City of Fanning Springs in defense of the suspension. He is 
of the Jacksonville law firm named Gray Robinson. 
     Attorney Thomas said he took steps to secure another hearing officer after O’Steen recused 
himself. 
     Thomas chose Folds and Walker LLC of Gainesville as the firm. This firm is named after 
attorneys Allison E. Folds and S. Scott Walker. 
     Either attorney David W. Wagner or attorney Walker of that firm is scheduled to be the 
hearing officer on June 15 or 16, according to what attorney Thomas and Mayor Lancaster told 
everyone on Tuesday night (May 10). 
     Attorney Thomas was asked by Fanning Springs City Councilwoman Barbara Locke if there 
was an advertisement for the selection of the hearing officer. Thomas said that since the matter 
was time-sensitive, he took the action to hire Wagner at $200 an hour. 
     Both parties, the city and the employee, are to submit material by May 16, for the pre-hearing 
review, according to the order issued on May 10 by Hearing Officer Wagner, as read by attorney 
Thomas at the City Council meeting on Tuesday night. 
     This material is to include a statement of the issues, a list of evidence, a list of witnesses, and 
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an estimated length of time required for the hearing. 
     City Councilman Ron Queen asked attorney Thomas if it was not the job of the City Council to 
hire all attorneys for city business. 
     Thomas said, according to his reading of the City Charter and the amendments to the charter, 
“The mayor can contract – specifically when involved with your right to a resolution of a (labor) 
dispute – it specifically authorizes the mayor to have his own counsel to present the city’s case.” 
     Thomas said he advised also Lancaster that the city needed to seat quickly a qualified hearing 
officer. 
     The unpaid suspension of Chief McQueen happened on Jan. 8. By the start of the June 15 or 
16 hearing to resolve whether the suspension holds, it will make that unpaid removal from his 
post to be six months. 
     McQueen and others have mentioned repeatedly that the suspension and this hearing to 
either reverse it or to uphold it has taken an inordinate amount of time, which appears to exceed 
the limits noted in the city charter. 
     At the failed start of the April version of what would have been a quasi-judicial hearing, 
attorney Baynard objected to attorney Thomas’ asking for a continuance. She told Hearing 
Officer O’Steen that the scope of what was to be covered is clear, and this hearing was noticed, 
and it should continue on that same day. 
     Baynard said the suspension is nullified – in any event – because it is contrary to Florida 
Statute 112.80, which has a short title that may be cited as the “Firefighters’ Bill of Rights.” 
     “There has never been a proper investigation into this matter,” attorney Baynard told Hearing 
Officer O’Steen. 
     The suspension should be dismissed “at this instant, today,” she said in April, because the city 
has violated the Firefighters’ Bill of Rights. 
     Beyond that, the charter shows the suspension was not to exceed 30 days, Baynard said, and 
she believes the suspension did exceed 30 days. 
     “The city has not followed its own rules,” she continued. 
     She asked the city to voluntarily dismiss the matter so that her client would not have to file a 
civil suit against the city. 
     If the hearing occurs on June 15 or 16, the hearing officers will accept facts and evidence and 
apply the law. Hearing Officer Wagner or Walker will rule whether the suspension was valid, 
and if McQueen qualified to be a fire chief of Fanning Springs Fire Rescue under current state 
law. 
     Baynard has argued, however, that the issue of the validity of the suspension is a moot issue. 
The suspension exceeded the mandatory maximum time limit after her client appealed it. She 
contends that his rights protected by state law under the Firefighters Bill of Rights have been 
violated. 
     After the hearing, Hearing Officer Wagner will make a recommendation to the Fanning 
Springs City Council, which by a vote it may accept or reject. 
     To see one of the previous stories on this issue, please visit 
https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/1-8-16-hardisonink-com-mayor-
suspends-fire-chief.pdf. 


