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Future hotel serves as centerpiece 
for Tri-County Area tourism; 
3 women turn dream into reality 

 
 

 
As shown in this video and still shots, breaking ground are (from left) 
Freedom Bank Vice President Charles S.  Conoley, Steve Small of Capital 
Resources Group, Diane Scholz of the North Florida Economic 
Development Partnership, Fanning Springs Mayor Trip Lancaster, Jennifer 
Padot Collins, Maritess Padot, architect Daniel Brewer and Jana Harold. 
Collins, Padot and Harold are the three women who succeeded where other 
developers fell short. 
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     FANNING SPRINGS -- An hour-long groundbreaking ceremony on Thursday 
morning (Nov. 7) provided listeners with an opportunity to hear perspectives on tourism 
in the Tri-County Area of Levy, Dixie and Gilchrist counties. 
     Beyond that, information shared with the public there and then showed the five-
story, 88- to 95-room Best Western Premier Fanning Springs Hotel and Resort, at 7900 
S.W. State Road 26 in Fanning Springs, is coming to fruition about two decades after the 
concept was first put to paper. 

(from left) Gavin 
Padot Collins, 
Levi Padot Collins 
and Logan Padot 
Collins 
demonstrate they 
are breaking 
ground with 
smaller shovels, 
very much like 
the adult 
counterparts. 
These brothers 
are the children 
of Marty Collins 
and Jennifer 
Padot Collins. 
 
 

 
Architect 
Daniel 
Brewer 
speaks 
about the 
Best 
Western 
Premier 
Fanning 
Springs 
Hotel and 
Resort. 
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Here, Architect Daniel Brewer speaks about the Best Western Premier 
Fanning Springs Hotel and Resort from an aerial view. 
 
     Architect Daniel Brewer of Delray Beach (Palm Beach County), was among the people 
who spoke about the hotel. 
     This Best Western Premier Fanning Springs Hotel and Resort, he said, is 14,000 
square feet on the ground floor, which was in the background as people addressed the 
crowd for the ceremony. 
     Construction on Thursday showed the foundation has been laid with outer walls built. 
     When it is completely built, Brewer said, this five-story tall hotel will have in excess of 
63,000 square feet. 
     On the main floor, there will be a restaurant, Brewer said. (Charlie Bond currently is 
the anticipated chef there.) 
     Outside, behind the hotel, Brewer said, there will be a swimming pool, a patio and an 
extension of the restaurant. 
     The architect showed the audience an aerial view as captured by an artist’s rendition 
of how it will look when built. On the roof, he said, there will be a patio as well. 
     At rooftop level, there will be a lounge overlooking the Suwannee River and it will be 
called the Sunset Lounge, Brewer said. Next to it, he continued, will be meeting rooms 
for many events. 
     “On the grounds of the hotel,” Brewer said, “will be spaces for large tent gatherings, 
and other events that could be on the site at the same time.” 
     This will be a place for more than just hospitality facilities for overnight stays, he 
added. There will be extended stay rooms with kitchens. There will be suites, he said. 
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(from left) Jennifer Padot Collins, Maritess Padot and Jana Harold are the 
three women credited with bringing the hotel to exist after a few developers 
could not do that. 
 

 
Director of Business Development Bruce Brotherton of WB Services tells 
about the company’s joy in working with the community to create this 
family-friendly hotel. 
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Project Superintendent Mel Troyer (left) and Florida Division Project 
Manager Lenny Gonzalez stand in front of some of the first floor of the 
hotel that is built. This will be a five-floor premiere hotel when it is 
completed. 
 
     The hotel currently is anticipated to receive its certificate of occupancy in July or 
August of 2020, according to WB Services Director of Business Development Bruce 
Brotherton, Florida Division Manager Lenny Gonzalez and Project Superintendent Mel 
Troyer. 
     Brotherton, Gonzalez and Troyer are all of WB Services, the general contractor for the 
hotel project. 
     During the program on Thursday, Brotherton mentioned that WB Services’ central 
office is in Ohio. WB Services owns eight hotels and operates 11 hotels, in addition to 
constructing hotels, Brotherton said. 
     Fanning Springs Mayor Howell E. "Trip" Lancaster III served as emcee for the event. 
He told the audience about Fanning Springs choosing to take the reins to move forward 
as the ecotourism leader of the Tri-County Area. 
     Adding this hotel, Fanning Springs Mayor Lancaster said, creates an economic engine 
to help the area grow. Part of the requirements for the grant the city received to build 
the needed infrastructure to support the hotel, he said, is the creation of 30 full-time 
jobs. 
     At least 51 percent of those new full-time hotel jobs must be for low-income to 
moderate-income workers, Lancaster said, as a condition of the economic development 
grants from the government. 
     These 30 jobs are slated to create an annual payroll in excess of $1 million, which will 
further help the local economy, Lancaster added. 
     This project was in the works even before Lancaster became mayor five years ago, he 
said. 
     Lancaster took the oath of office as Fanning Springs mayor in on Jan. 5, 2015 and on 
Jan. 7, 2015, he met with the first of the would-be developers. 
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     Mayor Lancaster introduced the three women who are the actual people who got the 
project started after some developers did not initiate activity enough to make it happen. 
     Jennifer Padot Collins, Maritess Padot and Jana Harold are the individual partners 
who developed the project, according to what was said during the program Thursday. 
     When she took the podium, Jennifer Padot Collins thanked everyone for attending 
the event Thursday. She said Mayor Lancaster loves the City of Fanning Springs and he 
“... strives every day to make Fanning Fabulous” 
      Collins noted her appreciation for the city staff members; Gilchrist County Tourist 
Development Council Executive Director Donna Creamer; Diane Scholz, the director of 
rural economic development director for the North Florida Economic Development 
Partnership; the United States Department of Agriculture Rural Development; Steve 
Small of Capital Resources Group (the underwriter for funding with Freedom Bank and 
USDA); Freedom Bank; WB Services; architect Brewer; attorney Sarah Gulati; Best 
Western; and many others. 
     Collins said her great-grandparents, grandparents and her father (Davey Padot Sr.) 
farmed the land where the hotel is being built. 
     As a “sixth-generation Gilchrist County woman,” she said this is home. 
     Organized in 1925 from the western part of Alachua County, Gilchrist County is the 
last county to be formed in the state. On March 3, 1845, only one day before the end of 
President John Tyler's term in office, Florida became the 27th state to join the United 
States of America. 
     Sixteen years ago, Collins said, her father had a site plan drawn showing a hotel on 
this land. 
     “This was his vision and his dream,” Collins said, “and I feel so honored and blessed 
to be a part of it.” 
     Maritess Padot, when she went to the podium, said first of all, she wanted to thank 
Jesus Christ who made this project possible. She thanked Mayor Lancaster, U.S. Rep. 
Ted Yoho, Fred Fox and David Fox of Fed Fox Enterprises – the USDA grant writer, and 
several others, including D. Ray Harrison Jr., who retired from the Gilchrist County 
Board of County Commissioners after decades of public service. 
     After the three leading ladies of the project (Jennifer Padot Collins, Maritess Padot 
and Jana Harold) spoke, the mayor gave a shout out Gilchrist County Sheriff Bobby 
Schultz, as he expressed his appreciation for the agreement to place a Gilchrist County 
Sheriff’s Office substation, which is about 100 yards behind where the hotel is being 
built. 
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Before the event, several people were seen speaking together. Captured on 
film here are (from left) Gilchrist County Sheriff Bobby Schultz, Gilchrist 
County Emergency Management Director Ralph Smith, Gilchrist County 
Court Judge Sheree Lancaster, Constituent Advocate Jessica Norfleet of 
U.S. Rep. Ted Yoho’s Office, and Gilchrist County Administrator Bobby 
Crosby. 
 

 
U.S. Rep. Ted Yoho greets State Rep. Charlie Stone. 
 
     The mayor also let people in the audience know he appreciates seeing Gilchrist 
County Sheriff Schultz, Gilchrist County Tax Collector Michael McElroy, Gilchrist 
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County Clerk Todd Newton, Gilchrist County Commissioner Todd Gray, Gilchrist 
County Property Appraiser Damon Leggett, Gilchrist County Supervisor of Elections 
Connie Sanchez, Gilchrist County Administrator Bobby Crosby, Diane Clifton and 
others. 
     A grant from the United States Department of Agriculture Rural Development in the 
form of a Community Development Block Grant helped cover the expense from required 
infrastructure being put in place. 
     In the audience were Mayor Lancaster’s father Howell E. Lancaster Jr. and his 
stepmother Gilchrist County Court Judge Sheree Lancaster. 
     The program opened had with a prayer, and then State Rep. Charlie Stone (R-Ocala, 
Dist. 22) led the audience with the recitation of The Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag. 
     While the hotel is in Gilchrist County, which is in the district for State Rep. Charles 
Wesley "Chuck" Clemons Sr. (R-Newberry, Dist. 21), the connection with Levy and Dixie 
counties is strong in Gilchrist County. The City of Fanning Springs is within both Levy 
and Gilchrist counties. 
     Mayor Lancaster said he sleeps in Levy County, but he will always consider himself as 
"a Gilchrist County boy," and the hotel is in the Gilchrist County part of the area. 
     Meanwhile, back at the groundbreaking ceremony, it was a very auspicious occasion, 
and the hosts of the event were extremely gracious, with Marty Collins (Jennifer Padot 
Collins’ husband) being among the individuals hand-delivering bottles of chilled 
Zephyrhills bottled water to scores of audience members who had raised their hands 
when asked if they were thirsty. 
     The list of people at the event was lengthy and included Fanning Springs City Council 
Chairman Thomas “Tommy” J. Darus III and Vice Chair Ginger Russell. Other current 
members of that City Council are Ray Tremblay, Jane Jones-Redd and John T. 
McDonald. The mayor mentioned Tremblay may be at work in Chiefland at the moment. 
Tremblay is the second in command at the Chiefland Police Department, where Chief 
Scott Anderson is the CPD leader. 
     These five and the many previous City Council members were thanked by Mayor 
Lancaster for their service leading to the start of construction. Fanning Springs City staff 
members, including City Clerk Sheila Watson, and city staffers Pam Wilson and Debbie 
Watson, were on the long list of people who helped assure the start of this hotel project. 

 
 

U.S. Rep. Ted Yoho 
speaks to the people. 
Notice the bottle of 
Zephyrhills water. 
Hosts for the event 
made sure that no 
one went thirsty. 
There were 
refreshments after 
the event as well. 
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    When Rep. Yoho spoke, he said the vision and tenacity of the Padot family, and their 
ability to bring a team together, is what brought the hotel into existence. The 
congressman said teamwork is the ingredient required for vision and tenacity to bring a 
dream to become a reality. 
     Florida is continuing to grow in population, Rep. Yoho said, and the managed growth 
of the state, though projects like this for ecotourism are important to maintain the 
quality of life Floridians have come to know. 
     Rep. Yoho said he looks forward to the completion of the project, including the 
conference center. He is proud to have helped this American dream come to be, Yoho 
said. 
     Gilchrist County TDC Executive Director Creamer spoke about the growth and 
economic impact of tourism in Gilchrist County. 
     Creamer shared that Gilchrist County has seen growth in its tourism industry. 
     Creamer said she has been involved with tourism since 2005, and she worked 
personally with David Padot Sr. on this project since 2010. 
     In 2006, Gilchrist County enacted its tourism tax, or bed tax, which is paid solely by 
the tourists who visit the county. The hospitality industry property owners and citizens 
of Gilchrist County do not pay this tax. 
     In 2017, Gilchrist County brought in $17,000, she said, from the tourist tax. In 2018, 
the county saw an increase to $59,000 in revenue from the bed tax, she said. 
     Creamer explained the tourist tax came from only five campgrounds as its sources for 
revenue. That $59,000 comes from the tax on more than $2.9 million spent by tourists 
who wanted to camp in Gilchrist County in 2018 – to create that tax revenue, Creamer 
said. 
     Creamer said that while many people like to camp, she prefers a nice hotel. And, she 
added, this hotel is projected to be full to capacity at all times. 
    Creamer mentioned that she and Levy County Tourist Development Council Executive 
Director Tish Whitehurst, who was also at the groundbreaking, work with 14 other 
North Florida counties to promote North Florida. 
     They let tourists see there is more to the state than what is found in Orlando and 
Miami. Florida is more than theme parks and beaches, Creamer said. 
     Attorney Sarah Gulati spoke about the hotel. 
     Like other speakers, Gulati thanked Mayor Lancaster, the several City Council 
members over the years, and the city staff for helping Best Western be able to place a 
premiere hotel on the site. 
     She said she believes the hotel will join to become among the many excellent assets in 
the area. 
     Gulati expressed her gratitude to Congressman Yoho, U.S. Sen. Rick Scott, Fanning 
Springs Clerk Watson, Gilchrist County TDC Director Creamer, Freedom Bank 
(headquartered in St. Petersburg), Best Western, the USDA and “… all of the individuals 
who have worked on this project thus far.” 
     She especially noted her gratitude to the Padot family for having the courage to 
undertake such a daunting task. They worked tirelessly to achieve their worthy goals for 
the Fanning Springs community. 
     “Their commitment has been inspiring,” Gulati said, “and truly sparked excitement 
for all who have worked with them. It has been a personal pleasure to work with them. 
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None of this would have been possible without the time and dedication they have 
sacrificed.” 
     Breaking ground for the Best Western Premier Fanning Springs Hotel and Resort is 
the start of a much larger vision, Gulati said, of what the family has for the Fanning 
Springs area. 
     Like other speakers, Gulati noted this hotel serves as another factor to build economic 
growth in the area. 
      Mayor Lancaster, before introducing Scholz, spoke about the two combined grants 
the city obtained for a total of about $1.5 million to create the infrastructure required to 
place the hotel where it is being built. 
 

 
Diane Scholz of the North Florida Economic Development Partnership is 
welcomed to speak by Fanning Springs Mayor Trip Lancaster. 
 
     Scholz, the director of rural economic development director for the North Florida 
Economic Development Partnership, said tourism is a vital part of Florida’s economy. 
     From this hotel’s opening, Scholz said, people may be surprised at the number of 
start-up companies spinning off from this economic engine in the Tri-County Area. 
     Business interests that plan wedding events, florists, charter fishing captains, hiking 
trail guides and other tourist-oriented ventures will grow in the area, she said. Schulz 
noted that these business members and their local employees are individuals who prefer 
not to have to commute to Gainesville, Ocala, the City of Crystal River, Lake City or 
farther so that they can earn a living. 
     Scholz apologized for the absence of North Florida Economic Development 
Partnership Executive Director Jeff Hendry being absent and staying in Tallahassee, but 
he was a “bit under the weather” on Thursday. However, Scholz noted that she is 
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certainly happy to be at the event to represent the NFEDP. 
     After Scholz spoke, Steve Small of Capital Resources Group spoke. 
     Small crested the underwriting package for funding with Freedom Bank and the 
USDA Rural Development. 
     Small said that after he found four developers could not get off center with their plan 
for moving forward, he approached the Padot family. He saw a group of people who 
could develop the property, own it and operate it. 
     Small met with the three women who would lead the project (Jennifer Padot Collins, 
Maritess Padot and Jana Harold). Collins and Padot were already in the area, and 
Harold came from Virginia, he said. 
     They spent time at the clubhouse of River Walk, the neighboring subdivision to the 
future hotel site. 
     These three smart, independent women, Small said, did what three other developers 
could not do in four years. A year and half after his first meeting with them, Small said, 
the first floor of the hotel is under construction, and the plan shows opening to be in the 
late summer to fall of 2020. 
     The other group Small mentioned is Freedom Bank, which is headquartered in St. 
Petersburg. 
     Small told the bankers that Fanning Springs was ripe for a name-brand hotel, 
because the closest point of that sort of facility is Gainesville. Small said his wife will not 
stay in an “unbranded hotel.” 
     By building this hotel, he added, Fanning Springs will see more people spending the 
night in the area – and therefore, those visitors will have more opportunities to spend 
their vacation dollars in the area, rather than going home after a visit to the park, the 
springs or the river. 
     After Small spoke, the ground was broken. And then, guests enjoyed refreshments. 

 


