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Cedar Key to reopen on Monday 

 
Some of the people in the Cedar Key Community Center prepare to 
participate in municipal government late Friday afternoon (May 1). The 
meeting went from 4 p.m. to about 5 p.m. 
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By Jeff M. Hardison © May 1, 2020 at 9:10 p.m. 
     CEDAR KEY – The municipal government of one of the main destinations for 
visitors to the Tri-County Area of Levy, Dixie and Gilchrist counties plans to remove a 
police-manned barricade on Monday (May 4) as it abides by Gov. Ron DeSantis’ rules 
for phase one of reducing restrictions imposed to reduce the spread of COVID-19. 
  

 

 

 
George Oakley, one of 
the business owners 
who spoke to the City 
Commission, listens 
during the meeting. 
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Gina Stefani (at the microphone with a gold-colored blouse) is the first 
person to speak about the need for the city government to allow people to 
visit Cedar Key again. 
 

 
Michael Hancock tells the municipal leaders that gasoline sales at 
Marathon showed an extremely significant decrease after the government 
closed the island to visitors. 
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Cedar Key Mayor Heath Davis speaks to the people as City Commissioner 
Royce Nelson is seen seated on the right. 
 

 
City commissioners Jim Wortham and Susan Rosenthal are seen at the 
meeting. Rosenthal’s request for the imposition of a curfew died. 
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The entire Cedar Key City Commission is (from left) City commissioners 
Jim Wortham and Susan Rosenthal, Mayor Heath Davis, City 
Commissioner Royce Nelson and Vice Mayor Sue Colson. 
 
     Cedar Key, a quaint, relatively rustic, working aquaculture community with places to 
sleep, eat, shop, visit museums and to relax by riding golf carts, fishing, boating or 
taking off from the airport there, is going to partially open on Monday, after closing on 
March 23. 
     There are more activities than those in the best of times. Since the closure of the 
island to visitors, though, business interests that rely on tourism-oriented income have 
suffered dramatically. 
     Given the continuing state restrictions in Florida, visitors still should not presume 
anything is like it was a couple of months ago. 
     The single best thing for some folks who pass through the island, is that after Monday 
they will be able to drive on State Road 24 past the Cedar Key city limits and into the 
city. 
     Cedar Key imposed the most stringent restrictions beyond the federal, state and 
county regulations to stop the spread of COVID-19 – even to the point of specifically, in 
writing, prohibiting members of the press from entering the city limits. 
     On Friday (May 1), however, Police Chief Virgil Sandlin permitted one member of 
The Fourth Estate to have island access to attend a special meeting. 
     The meeting was held in the Community Center rather than in City Hall, to allow for 
adherence to guidelines for physical distance of at least six feet between people to help 
reduce the odds of spreading COVID-19. 
     Cedar Key Mayor Heath Davis led an orderly discussion which ended within an hour, 
and which showed Vice Mayor Sue Colson making a motion to open the SR 24 bridge on 
Monday and to have the city abide by the governor’s plan for reopening the state. Her 
motion was seconded by Cedar Key City Commissioner Royce Nelson seconded the 
motion. Mayor Davis and Commission members Susan Rosenthal and Jim Wortham 
voted in favor of it. 
     Before the motion to open the bridge to all comers on Monday, there was discussion. 
     As Mayor Davis opened the discussion, he mentioned that without business interests 
being open, island guests would end up parking all over Cedar Key, including on 
residents’ lawns. They could not be seated in closed restaurants or bars. 
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     Another complaint from the time before the March 23 closure of all traffic onto the 
island, except residents and essential workers, was that every fisherman in the area was 
launching boats and parking in Cedar Key. 
     Meanwhile, business owners on Cedar Key suffered significant loss from closing after 
March 23. Employees of businesses had no jobs, too. 
     From the start of the meeting, Mayor Davis helped shorten the back-and-forth 
questions and complaints. He said people who are licensed by a state agency need to ask 
that agency about how much they can open. 
     For instance, the Florida Department of Business Regulation oversees hotels and 
restaurants. The Cedar Key City Commission does not regulate those interests for the 
state government. 
     If any business is open and out of compliance with state regulations, Davis said, the 
state agency will give no weight to something that some city employee or elected 
municipal official said to the business owner who acted on that advice. 
     Overnight rentals in Cedar Key are one example of what the state regulates. The 
mayor said property owners who do not reside on their property will be allowed now to 
check their property. 
     Gina Stefani, who with her husband Peter Stefani owns the Island Room Restaurant 
& Sand Bar, was the first to speak from the public. When the restaurants were ordered 
to close, the tourists, or visitors or guests, had nothing to do and “were all over the 
place.” 
     “We, as business owners, tonight are pleading with you (City Commission) to please 
allow this bridge to come open,” Ms. Stefani said. “We have, all of us collectively, if you 
took the collective experience of all of us (business owners), we would have hundreds of 
years in the restaurant hotel industry.” 
     She told the City Commission members business interests that Gov. DeSantis 
authorized to reopen, must be allowed to reopen on Cedar Key. 
     She first moved to the island in 1985 when she was 18 years old, back when this 
island was a place he pulled his fishing boat into, when he wanted to buy fish before they 
would return to the community of Suwannee in Dixie County, because they did not catch 
fish. 
     “My first job was cleaning rooms at Cedar Cove (Hotel),” she said. 
     A meeting of the business owners on the island the other day, she continued, showed 
people knowing the methods to use sanitizers. She sees uniform practices on the island 
as being the best method for health and safety of owners, employees and visitors. 
     As for the occasional guest who refuses to abide by accepted practices, the island 
workers know how to help them understand where the door to exit the establishment 
awaits them, should they persist, she said. 
     She mentioned that business owners have lost a significant portion of the height of 
tourist season. 
     “You people who we send our tax dollars to,” Ms. Stefani said, “have got to give us a 
chance to make some money, because this (closure of the island) is harmful – very 
harmful.” 
     Peter Stefani said the City Commission must remember all of the employees who lost 
jobs when the island closed to visitors. 
     Another restaurant owner told the City Commission that there is a desperate need to 
reopen the island to visitors. His business is at 5 to 8 percent, and this is not enough 
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revenue to cover operating expenses. With the governor’s limit of 25 percent of capacity 
for restaurants, he added, this may not be enough; however, with the island being 
closed, that makes reaching the 25 percent limit too difficult. 
     Mayor Davis commended the first two speakers on their stated commitment to follow 
the new health rules to keep people safe. 
     A motel and RV park owner said she has suffered a 100 percent loss in business in the 
past weeks since the closure. She understands the tiki bar being closed by the state 
government. The RVs are self-sufficient, she said, and the motel will limit each room to 
two people. When she asked Mayor Davis a specific question about this point, he 
reminded her to contact the state regulatory agency. 
     Michael Hancock, a manager of the Marathon gas station and convenience store, said 
this outlet went from selling 2,000 gallons a day to selling 200 to 300 gallons. This 
outlet is part of a bigger group, he added, and so the loss is more absorbed than by some 
interests that are singularly on the island. 
     City Commissioner Nelson said that he wanted the city to close the park and not let 
children play on the playground, which he justified by extrapolating his interpretation of 
Gov. DeSantis’ orders. After more discussion, the City Commission, including Nelson, 
saw that was not correct. 
     Nelson said he wanted to keep the big cement fishing pier closed. More discussion 
showed the Levy County government owns that pier. No commission endorsed this idea. 
     That and a suggested curfew by Commissioner Rosenthal fell by the wayside because 
the City Commission simply lifted its municipal restrictions and went with the state’s 
guidelines – rather than adding the extra layer of bureaucracy. 
     As part of the discussion, Vice Mayor Colson requested that people who are unhappy 
with an order issued by Gov. DeSantis call his office, rather than berating the Cedar Key 
city employees, who continue performing their duties despite all obstacles. 
     An owner of one of the boat tour services said he bought the business last August. He 
is practicing all guidelines by the state for the health and safety of people riding on those 
boats, as well as for the operators of the vessels. 
     George Oakley, owner of the Golf Kart Co. of Cedar Key, said he understands when 
Mayor Davis says to contact the Florida Department of Business Regulation. In the six 
weeks since the shutdown, he and his wife Alice have tried to contact the DBP. 
     He has three new golf carts and every cart he owns has been detailed – cleaned 
extremely. Oakley and other business interests are ready for business to restart on Cedar 
Key, within the bounds set by the state. 
     Contacting the state regulators, he said, is not possible. There is no method to reach a 
state worker to find answers to specific questions on the new regulations, he said. Even 
the association for beds and breakfasts is not available for information, Oakley said. 
     He sees no direct answer as to which hotels, motels, RV parks, etc., can open and 
which must remain closed. 
     “So,” Oakley said, “the heck with it. As long as we all use common sense, we can open 
this island up. And y’all need to let us open it up because business owners and 
employees are hurting. Thank you.” 
     After a bit more discussion, Vice Mayor Colson’s motion, with City Commissioner 
Nelson’s second, to open the island and follow the governor’s phase one reopening 
orders was adopted by a 5-0 vote. 


