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People demand more input for growth 
management 

 
State Sen. Rob Bradley (left) and State Rep. Charlie Stone speak with each 
other just before the start of the Legislative Delegation Hearing on Monday 
(Sept. 23) 
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     BRONSON – The most heated item at the Levy County Legislative Delegation 
Hearing on Monday morning (Sept. 23) in Bronson was the proposed toll road, or toll 
roads, that may go through Levy County. 
     Fanning the flames of discontent over probable increased development was the 
ramrod of a previously placed gas pipeline through Levy County that some people felt 
had a hidden route -- up until it was being put in the ground. 
     Some property owners who alleged they were affected by the Sabal Trail Pipeline 
mentioned being in a blast zone now that would incinerate them. Combined to this fear 
of a possible future disaster, is an allegation that the pipeline’s proximity caused their 
land to lose value. 
     State Sen. Robert “Rob” Bradley (R-Fleming Island, Dist. 5) and Rep. Charlie Stone 
(R-Ocala Dist. 22) are both wrapping up their years of service after this session in 
Tallahassee as a result of term limits. Both gentlemen spoke highly of each other and of 
Levy County as they addressed concerns put before them to take to all of the other 
legislators in the state to consider during the next session, which is scheduled to begin 
Jan. 14. 
     Sen. Bradley has constituents in Levy, Dixie, Gilchrist, Baker, Bradford, Clay, 
Columbia, Lafayette, Suwannee, Union and part of Marion counties as Florida Senate 
District 5. 
     Rep. Stone has constituents in in all of Levy County and the southwestern part of 
Marion County. 
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     In addition to the hue and cry of voters and taxpayers in regard to the toll roads, 
other issues brought to the attention of the state leaders were from Levy County Sheriff 
Bobby McCallum, Levy County Supervisor of Elections Tammy Jones, County 
Commission Chairman John Meeks, School Board Member Chris Cowart, Bronson Fire 
Chief Dennis Russell, Cedar Key Mayor Heath Davis, Fanning Springs Mayor Howell 
“Trip” Lancaster III and Inglis Mayor Drinda Merritt. 
 
 
Dr. James D. Henningsen 
 
     James D. Henningsen, Ph.D., 
who became president of the 
College of Central Florida in 
January 2012, expressed his 
gratitude to the state leaders for 
their help in assuring the Appleton 
Museum of Art survived the budget 
during the most recently past 
session of the Florida Legislature. 
This museum is one of the assets of 
the entire State of Florida, he 
added. 
      The College of Central Florida 
owns and manages The Appleton. 
Dr. Henningsen thanked the 
leaders for their part in bringing 
the CF Jack Wilkinson Levy 
Campus into being as the first 
permanent structure for higher 
education in Levy County. 
     The new CF campus is seeing 
increased student populations each semester, Dr. Henningsen said. The college is 
anticipating expanding its opportunities through workforce enhancement programs, 
dual-enrollment of high school students, industry certification programs and 
cooperative efforts with the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services’ 
Division of Forestry and the University of Florida. 
     Meanwhile, back to the non-elected, non-appointed residents and taxpayers of Levy 
County, the single issue attracting the most like-minded people to the session was in 
regard to proposed toll road development through Levy County – and other Florida 
counties. 
     The people clearly said they want better, more affordable Internet service in rural 
Florida. As for toll roads – not so much. 
     Steven Priessman of Cedar Key even gave an impassioned plea for the government to 
subsidize Internet Service Providers to help the people of that rural island community 
who have cell phones so that those devices can be used to see things on the Internet, as 
well as to communicate with other people. 
     As for a toll road, or toll roads, no person showed up to speak in favor of that except 
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Sen. Bradley, and even he simply justified it by saying managed growth is smarter than 
helter-skelter, last-minute reactions to growth. 
      Targeted investing in infrastructure, Sen. Bradley said, such as the $5 million worth 
of bridge improvements in Cedar Key or the Community Development Block Grant 
assistance in the City of Fanning Springs to bring a 90-room, five-story motel, is good 
for communities. 
     Moving people around and through Florida via road development can enhance the 
environment, Bradley said, just as the Florida Springs Protections Act has helped bring 
eel grass back to existence in the springs of Fanning Springs State Park. 
     “We can have our (rural) way of life,” Bradley said, “and have great jobs.” 
     Residents, taxpayers and voters expressed their opinion about the Suncoast 
Connector corridor, which is planned to extend from Citrus County to Jefferson County. 
     The first person to speak about the Multi-use Corridors of Regional Economic 
Significance (M-CORES) spent some time complaining about what she felt was secrecy 
by pipeline builders, and people being ignored about what they thought was a better 
route – in the already-established rights-of-way for utilities and highways. 
     The next speaker about M-CORES opposes toll roads too. 
     Kim Wheeler was the second to speak from among the people in opposition to the as-
yet unmapped toll road. 
     She said she is not opposed to the M-CORES if they truly are to bring a better quality 
of life to the people of Levy County. However, she noted her opinion about big roads 
being placed through the area is negative. 
     “Major highways would destroy the important natural and cultural heritage of our 
state,” Wheeler said. “The rural character of our state is changing far too quickly.” 
     Places like Orlando and even Gainesville can be seen as urban centers that are 
spreading out into the “rural and natural areas” of Florida, she said. 
     In addition to being hubs for economic engines of agriculture through the sales of 
crops like pine trees, hay, corn, peanuts, watermelon and livestock, such as cattle, goats, 
sheep and horses, the rural environment for harvesting produce and farm animals is 
beautiful, she said. 
     Added to this in Levy County, she said, are the scenic country roads leading to eco-
tourism destinations such as Fanning Springs State Park, Manatee Springs State Park, 
Cedar Key, the Black Prong Equestrian Center, the Goethe Forest and other natural 
wonders that are here now. 
     Once this unique, diverse, beautiful, natural landscape is developed by adding 
pavement and structures, it is gone forever, Wheeler said. 
     The environmental studies for the 160-mile road from the Citrus County starting 
point of one M-CORE to the Georgia state line will be rushed to meet the currently 
proposed deadline to start construction, Wheeler said. 
     Sen. Bradley told Wheeler that he and Rep. Stone care about Florida, and Levy 
County just as she does. 
     “We want opportunities for our kids and grandkids,” Bradley said. 
     Sen. Bradley had said there are 800 people moving to Florida each day. The best 
method to deal with this, he said, is planned growth management. 
     Dealing with growth issues now, Bradley said, using an intelligent process that 
includes all of the environmental impacts that may occur, and moving forward in a 
smart, measured, deliberate way, is what he sees as the best method for the population 
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growth. 
     “We can’t put a wall up around Florida,” Bradley said, “and say that 800 people (a 
day) are not going to come here (to live) anymore. And they’re coming. 
     “And when I look at the economic numbers in this state,” Bradley continued, “it 
makes me sick sometimes. Let me tell you why – because when you see the growth of 
wages and you see the growth of jobs, and you see the economic opportunities, there is a 
Forgotten Florida. And part of that Forgotten Florida is here.” 
     Bradley said the Florida Legislature must try to keep the rural character of 
communities, while considering the economic opportunities of the children in Florida. 
     Bradley said he knows some people are against M-CORES. 
    But the people of Florida must plan for the future, he said, and they must recognize 
there are 800 more people coming to the state on a daily basis. 
     One of the people who spoke against the M-CORES lives near a pond. 
 

 
Robbie Blake 
 
     Robbie Blake is a 40-year 
resident of Levy County. She 
owns property next to Chunky 
Pond, a very special and 
environmentally sensitive area. 
Her three children graduated 
from public schools in Levy 
County and then went to the 
University of Florida. 
     Blake, a retired real estate 
broker and music teacher, spoke 
about the two M-CORE slated to 
go through Levy County. 
     “The Nature Coast is a place of 
tourism,” Blake said, “a place of 
birdwatching; a place of streams; 

a place of the Suwannee River. This brings a lot of people to our area of Florida for 
tourism.” 
     Blake said the state and county leaders can control the manner of development in 
Levy County, just as is done in other parts of Florida. 
     Using incentives to build in some areas, and disincentives against building in other 
areas – through zoning laws, Blake said, growth and development can be directed. 
     One example she used to help minimize the negative impact of population growth in 
the state is to require only one residential structure for each 10 acres. 
     Blake joined the chorus of people who have expressed their discontent about the 
pipeline for natural gas that was placed through Levy County without what some people 
consider enough public notice or discussion. 
     Blake expressed her opinion that pipeline developers chose the most rural, least 
populated areas because there would be fewer objections, and the property owners there 
may not be able to afford attorneys to protect their property rights.    
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     There are many homes now, Blake said, that “… are worthless now because they are 
50 yards from the incineration zone.” 
     Blake said the Florida Legislature needs to remember the Goethe State Forest has the 
oldest cypress tree in the state – The Senator – that is 900 years old – before mapping a 
new highway through there. 
     There are ponds leading to Chunky Pond, she said, that are holding water; so that 
when water levels drop, they can feed the water supply chain from which to draw. This is 
another aspect that must be considered before plowing pathways for pavement, she said. 
     Blake spoke about a cemetery where people decorated it with seashells, because they 
loved this land. And most of the people in Levy County, she said, love the land. 
     Like other people speaking to the Levy County Legislative Delegation, Blake told the 
state leaders about the successful sneak attack and deployment of a pipeline through 
environmentally sensitive areas, and next to people’s houses. 
     “We want maps!” Blake exclaimed. “We want to know where this is going to go! And 
we demand it! We demand to know where these roads are going to go!” 
     Sen. Bradley assured Blake and all others that there are going to be public hearings. 
The Florida Department of Transportation will listen to the people. 
     Blake said that from Inglis to Perry U.S. Highway 19 is “virtually empty” of traffic. 
     “Putting another road on the west side of the county makes absolutely no sense,” 
Blake said. “Putting it closer to I-75, then there are questions there.” 
     River otters, sandhill cranes, bobcats, rare woodpeckers, eagles, gopher tortoises, 
scissor-tailed kites, honeybees and a long list of other wildlife are seen by Blake daily on 
Chunky Pond, she said. 
     When she finds artifacts of Native Americans next to Chucky Pond – spearheads and 
arrowheads, she is reminded that those people who lived here long ago took care of the 
environment so that it is still abundant with flora and fauna, as well as having a natural 
water-storage area, even today. 
     She urged state leaders to preserve these natural wonders. 
     “If we need jobs,” Blake said, “then why not help our folks by encouraging jobs in 
sustainable industries? How about some solar panel factories out here? How about a 
push for environmental tourism? How about an expansion of the aquaculture in Cedar 
Key?” 
     Blake said representatives in Florida should help the people have real jobs that can 
maintain the character of this part of the state; so that it remains as it should. Humans 
must “… show respect for the Earth that God gave us.” 
     Sen. Bradley said the corridors are not just about building roads and moving people 
in vehicles. 
     These corridors are seen as a potential manner to open Internet access more in rural 
areas, Bradley said. These corridors are seen as methods to better deliver more water 
and sewer infrastructure. 
     This improvement in sewer service, he said, would help communities “… move away 
from some of the current infrastructure (septic tanks) that creates environmental issues 
that concerns us all.” 
   

IN OTHER MATTERS 

     While the potential future toll roads were the most heated item from the general 
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public. Elected and appointed officials brought Sen. Bradley and Rep. Stone into 
awareness about their concerns. 
     Sen. Bradley said that legislative delegation hearings are an important part of the 
communication between state leaders and their constituents. Often, a matter brought up 
at one of these hearings leads to laws being enacted to help al of the residents and 
visitors in Florida. 
 

SHERIFF BOBBY 
McCALLUM 
 

Sheriff Bobby McCallum 
 
     Levy County Sheriff Bobby 
McCallum spoke to the 
Legislative Delegation on behalf 
of Levy County and as the 
treasurer of the Florida Sheriff’s 
Association (FSA). 
     Among the other leaders in the 
FSA are Pinellas County Sheriff 
Bob Gualtieri, who is the 
president. 
     Gilchrist County Sheriff Bobby 
Schultz is vice president. Sarasota County Sheriff Tom Knight is secretary. Columbia 
County Sheriff Mark Hunter is the immediate past president. Dixie County Sheriff 
Dewey Hatcher Sr. is one of the directors of FSA District 2, one of four FSA districts om 
the state. 
     Among those matters was the ability for the sheriffs to use drones in their jobs. 
Another issue is to have some minimum level of qualification for a person to run to be 
the high sheriff of a Florida County. 
     The sheriff provided the Levy County Legislative Delegation a most impactful issue 
from the taxpayers’ perspective -- inmate healthcare. 
     The sheriff said at least 65 percent of the jail population are eligible for Medicaid 
when they are not incarcerated. However, once a person becomes under the custody, 
control and care of the Sheriff’s Office, hospital bills and doctor bills are paid by the 
people of that county in Florida. 
     For a small county like Levy County, Sheriff McCallum said, medical bills for inmates 
have become too much of a burden. 
     One inmate is costing the county between $7,000 to $21,000 a week for dialysis, 
McCallum said. That is a week, for one inmate! 
     Two other current inmates are on chemotherapy now, the sheriff said. They did not 
take care of themselves before they reached the county jail – but now they are, he said. 
     “Medicaid stops once they come under our care, custody and control,” McCallum 
said. 
     He asked the state for legislation to help address this issue. 
     “It’s about to break the bank,” he said.     
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     Sheriff McCallum told Bradley and Stone that he believes he pays federal taxes to 
help fund Medicaid and Medicare. Why are the taxpayers of Levy County then burdened 
with medical bills for inmates in the Levy 
County Jail? 
     Bradley said the state leaders question this 
matter, too, when people are placed in the 
Florida Department of Corrections. 
     The senator said Medicaid is a federal-state 
partnership, and he was unable at the moment 
to say how the state might help counties with 
this dilemma. 
     Sen. Bradley said he will work with the FSA 
in an attempt to address this problem. 
     Sheriff McCallum mentioned to the crowd 
the Jennifer Bradley is running for the Florida 
Senate seat that her husband must vacate after 
this session due to term limits. She was in the 
audience. 
 
Jennifer Bradley – Republican 
candidate for Florida Senate Dist. 5 – 
sits in the audience. If elected, she would 
take the post her husband holds through 
this session, until term limits cause him 
to stop serving for at least one term. 

 

SUPERVISOR OF ELECTIONS TAMMY JONES 

 
Supervisor of Elections Tammy Jones 
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     Levy County Supervisor of Elections Tammy Jones is the president of the Florida 
State Association of Supervisors of Election. This organization includes supervisors from 
all 67 counties. 
     The other leaders in this state organization are President-Elect 
Craig Latimer of Hillsborough County; Vice President 
Wesley Wilcox of Marion County; Secretary Mark Earley of 
Leon County; Treasurer Ron Turner of Sarasota County; and Past President Paul Lux of 
Okaloosa County. 
     Supervisor of Elections Jones said all 67 counties have worked with Florida Secretary 
of State Laurel Moore Lee, who took office in January after being appointed by Florida 
Gov. Ron DeSantis. 
     Jones said Florida elections are safe. 
     “We want Florida to shine in 2020,” Jones said. 
     Levy County ballots are secure and safe, she said. 
     Gov. DeSantis has announced, Jones said, that Florida will join the Electronic 
Registration Information Center (ERIC) as part of his administration’s ongoing efforts 
to enhance the security and integrity of Florida’s elections. 
     By joining ERIC, Florida will be able to crosscheck voter registration data with 29 
other member states in order to identify duplicate registrations and outdated records 
from voters who have moved or passed away, leading to cleaner and more accurate voter 
registration rolls, as noted on the governor’s website. 
     As a result of the devastation caused by Hurricane Michael last year, it has affected 
voting ability in some Panhandle counties. Those counties’ supervisors of elections had 
to go to something called “super sites” for voting, Jones said. 
     Unlike precinct voting, Jones explained any person from within a county will go to 
the site and be able to vote. Until the precinct locations are restored, those counties will 
be using this method, she said. 
 

COUNTY COMMISSION CHAIRMAN JOHN MEEKS 

 
County Commission Chairman John Meeks 
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     Levy County Commission Chairman also sits on the Florida Association of Counties 
Board of Directors. 
      Meeks said he appreciates the help these legislators have given to Levy County, and 
he is saddened to see they must leave as a result of term limits. County commissioners 
Mike Joyner and Lilly Rooks were present at the hearing as well on Monday. 
     Again, Levy County asks the Florida Legislature to move the boundary lines so that 
Levy County is only in the Suwannee River Water Management District, rather than also 
being in the Southwest Florida Water Management District. 
     Among the many topics Meeks addressed with legislators was the state’s need to help 
Levy County with its Health Department unit, because the hospital that was functional 
in Williston is now closed. 
 

SCHOOL BOARD MEMBER CHRIS COWART 

 
School Board Member Chris Cowart 
 
 
School Board Member 
Ashley Clemenzi 
 
     Superintendent of Schools 
Jeff Edison was late arriving 
to the hearing, because he had 
been called for jury duty. 
     Representing the Levy 
County School Board at the 
hearing was School Board 
Member Chris Cowart. School 
Board Member Ashley 
Clemenzi was in the audience. 
     Among the things Cowart 
spoke about was that the 
Special Facilities Projects Request before the state puts the $37 million Chiefland 
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Middle High School to be rated as number two, coming in after a Baker County project 
that would cost about $26 million. 
     When Rep. Stone asked Cowart what the School Board did with the money it received 
for the sale of the old Williston High School, Cowart said some of that money went to 
pay for an air-conditioner unit at the new Williston Middle High School Gymnasium. 
 

BRONSON FIRE CHIEF DENNIS RUSSELL 

     Bronson Fire Chief Dennis Russell thanked the Legislative Delegation for its help in 
securing $900,000 for a future fire station for Bronson. 
     Chief Russell said the town needs another $950,000 to build the station it is hoping 
to bring to fruition. 
 

CEDAR KEY MAYOR HEATH DAVIS 

 
Cedar Key Mayor 
Heath Davis 
 
     Cedar Key Mayor 
Heath Davis shared 
with the Florida 
leaders that the 
aquaculture industry 
is appreciative of 
Florida Commissioner 
of Agriculture Nikki 
Fried seeking to help 
them in one matter 
where the legislators 
can join the effort. 
     With reporting 
requirements 
currently, public 
records make it 
difficult to have any sort of competitive edge, because any person can find information 
regarding costs and equipment. 
     Another hazard from these open public records, Mayor Davis said, is that thieves look 
to find which aquaculture farmers have certain types of equipment, which puts a target 
on them for that criminal element. 
     Mayor Davis asks the Florida Legislature to work with Commissioner Fried in making 
some public records excluded in regard to aquaculture to help those farmers. 
 

FANNING SPRINGS MAYOR TRIP LANCASTER 

     Fanning Spring Mayor Trip Lancaster thanked the legislators for their continued help 
for the City of Fanning Springs. 
     A five-story motel is being built there. 
     Sewer system improvements are ahead of schedule as well, as Fanning Springs 
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prepares for growth, he said. The city’s limits include part of Gilchrist County and Levy 
County, and it sits as the center for the Tri-County Area of Levy, Dixie and Gilchrist 
counties. 
 

INGLIS MAYOR DRINDA MERRITT 

     Inglis Mayor Drinda Merritt continues working on getting a central sewer service 
system for southern Levy County. 
     The eel grass in the Withlacoochee River, she said, is gone in part from the high 
nitrogen loading caused by septic tanks being used rather than wastewater treatment 
facilities. 
     Mayor Merritt said she is greatly appreciative of the assistance provided to the South 
Levy County Area by Sen. Bradley and Rep. Stone. 
     Of the 2,000 septic tanks in this area, she said, only 330 are permitted once, and the 
rest are not permitted. 
     This is one indicator to show why this future sewer project is vital to the area. The 
sewer system will help economic growth, she said. 
      A hotel in town and a large industry north of Inglis will be able to develop, but only 
after a central sewer service system exists, she said. 
     While there are Legislative Delegation Hearings in all Florida counties, state senators 
and state representatives are available to constituents through other means, including 
by letters, phone calls and emails. 

 


