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Lawrence asks School Board to censure 
Cowart 

 
This photograph is a screen capture taken Friday afternoon (July 24) from 
the Levy County School Board website, and it shows Chris Cowart of Cedar 
Key as being the current vice-chairman of that School Board. 
 
By Jeff M. Hardison © July 25, 2020 at 7:10 a.m. 
     BRONSON – Jerry Lawrence, one of three candidates for Levy County 
Superintendent of Schools, sent a letter dated Thursday (July 23) to Levy County 
Superintendent of Schools Jeff Edison and to the School Board of Levy County asking 
for the School Board to Censure School Board Member Chris Cowart for allegedly not 
residing in District 2. 

 
(from left) Chris Cowart, Jeff Edison and Jerry Lawrence are the three 
candidates currently seeking the office of Levy County Superintendent of 
Schools. File Photos Previously Provided By Candidates 
 
     Levy County Superintendent of Schools Edison is seeking reelection and is facing 
Cowart in the Republican primary on Aug. 18 to decide the winner of that race, and then 
the winner of that race is scheduled to face Lawrence, No Party Affiliation, on Nov. 3 in 
the general election. 
     Lawrence said he believes that Cowart is in violation of Florida Statutes, which 
require Cowart to live in District 2 as long as he serves as the Levy County School Board 
from that district. 
     Lawrence is calling for a formal censure by the Levy County School Board of School 
Board member Cowart for Cowart’s allegedly living outside of District 2 while being a 
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School Board member representing that he lived in that district. 
     In his letter, Lawrence notes that he filed a complaint on March 10 with the Florida 
Commission on Ethics. Lawrence alleged in his complaint to the Florida Commission on 
Ethics that Cowart did not live in District 2, specifically Cedar Key, but instead lived at 
13950 N.E. 80th Ave., Newberry, an address that is on the Levy County side of the Levy 
County-Gilchrist County line. 
     Established in 1978, Jac Pac Distributors is located at 13950 N.E. 80th Ave., 
Newberry. 
     This is a business listed in the categories industry, industrial supplies and equipment 
miscellaneous, industrial supplies merchant wholesalers and industrial supplies, and 
has been part of the Cowart family interests. 
     On June 5, The Florida Commission on Ethics met. The Florida Commission on 
Ethics determined that it lacks jurisdiction over the alleged violation of Florida Statutes 
presented by Lawrence. The Florida Commission on Ethics noted that Cowart made the 
statement that he lived within District 2 as a private person that was a candidate, rather 
than in his official capacity as a member of the Levy County School Board. 
     Cowart’s act, the Commission ruled, was not made as a School Board member. 
     In his complaint to the Florida Commission on Ethics, Lawrence further noted his 
contention that Cowart misrepresented his place of residence for several years when 
Cowart allegedly claimed Homestead Exemption at a place where he did not live – 773 
Fifth St., Cedar Key. If Cowart had violated that law regarding Homestead Exemption, 
according to Florida law, it would be a misdemeanor. As of July 23, no law enforcement 
agency om Florida has announced any action on that matter. 
     In an April 9 letter from Levy County property Appraiser Osborn “Oz” Barker, the 
property appraiser noted he investigated Lawrence’s complaint about Cowart claiming 
Homestead Exemption at a place where he did not reside. 
     Barker said his office had erred in not removing the Homestead Exemption from 
Cowart as it should have. 
     Barker provided a detailed track of records for that property. In March of 2007, Chris 
and Molly Cowart received Homestead Exemption on the property, Barker noted, as a 
married couple. 
     In July of 2011, the Levy County Property Appraiser’s Office received a final judgment 
of divorce from the Eighth Judicial Circuit Court, showing the termination of the 
marriage of Chris Cowart and Molly Cowart, Barker noted. 
     The divorce ruling gave 50 percent equal ownership of the property to each of those 
two individuals, with Molly Cowart being granted residential rights with a minor 
daughter until the daughter graduated from high school, at which time the property 
would be sold, according to Barker’s email to Lawrence in this regard. 
     Barker noted this is when the Property Appraiser’s Office failed to remove the shared 
Homestead Exemption that existed for Chris Cowart on that particular property in 
Cedar Key. 
     Barker’s office found the property had become completely vacant after Molly Cowart’s 
mother Shirley Beckham became ill and Molly moved in with her mother, Barker noted 
in the email to Lawrence. 
     Barker determined that neither Chris Cowart nor Molly Cowart had done anything 
fraudulent regarding Homestead Exemption, because any conflict there was a result of 
clerical issues within Barker’s office regarding this property. 
     As for the Florida Commission on Ethics complaint by Lawrence against Cowart on 
March 10, it was “… dismissed for failure to constitute a legally sufficient complaint with 
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the issuance of this public report. Ordered by the State of Florida Commission on Ethics 
meeting in executive session on Friday, June 5, 2020.” 
     Copies of the Commission on Ethics’ complaint and its ruling were sent to Lawrence 
and Woodroe Blake Fugate, the attorney for Cowart in this matter before the Florida 
Commission on Ethics. 
     In his July 23 letter to the Levy County School Board, Lawrence noted that after 
previously turning over all of the information in the complaint filed with the Florida 
Commission on Ethics to Levy County Supervisor of Elections Tammy Jones, and after 
she sought legal advice as to how and who should handle these concerns, the Florida 
Secretary of State’s Division of Elections referred Jones and Lawrence to the entity that 
should review these concerns -- the Levy County School Board. 
     Lawrence tried to be placed on the July 14 School Board meeting agenda, he said. 
Superintendent of Schools Edison refused to allow Lawrence to be on the agenda for 
that meeting to discuss whether Cowart still lived in District 2, and when or if Cowart 
may have moved outside of that district’s boundaries during Cowart’s term as a school 
board member from 2016 to 2020. 
     Lawrence noted that he asked “that the School Board of Levy County investigate the 
following alleged violations of the Florida State statutes by Chris Cowart and take 
appropriate action.” 
     Lawrence said Superintendent of Schools Edison verbally denied his request to be on 
the July 14 meeting agenda. Edison would not put this decision toward Lawrence’s 
request in writing, however, Lawrence noted in his July 23 letter to Edison and the Levy 
County School Board. 
     Lawrence in the July 23 letter to Edison and the Levy County School Board recited 
the complaint he had filed with the Florida Commission on Ethics, in which he noted -- 
Florida Statute 1001.34(1) states that “each member of the district school board shall … 
be a resident of the district school board member residence area from which she or he is 
elected, and shall maintain said residency throughout her or his term of office.” 
     Cowart was neither a resident of District 2 when he was elected to office in 2016, 
Lawrence wrote, nor has he maintained said residency during his term. 
     Lawrence noted his belief that Cowart currently resides in School Board District 4, 
just inside the Levy County-Gilchrist County line at 13950 N.E. 80th Ave., which is the 
Jac Pac site. 
     “By moving from the residence area from which he was elected, Mr. Cowart has 
violated the residency requirement, and he has, based on F.S. 1001.38, vacated his 
school board office,” Lawrence has noted. 
     Lawrence contends that “further perpetuating the falsehood that he resides in Cedar 
Key,” Cowart gave misleading information to the Levy County Supervisor of Elections 
Office, which allowed him to qualify to run for the District 2 School Board Seat in 2016. 
     “Mr. Cowart directly benefits from perpetuating this falsehood. He (His) annual 
school board salary is approximately $29,000,” Lawrence noted for the Ethics 
Commission and the School Board. 
     Lawrence said that on Wednesday (July 22), he spoke with Cowart over the phone to 
give him the opportunity to respond to the concerns Lawrence had regarding where 
Cowart lived from 2016 through the current time. 
     “I asked him how had he managed to claim a Homestead Exemption in Cedar Key 
when he hadn’t lived here since 2011?” Lawrence said. 
     Lawrence said Cowart’s response was to ask if this was a conversation about 
educational issues. 
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     “I answered that this was a conversation about elected officials being responsible to 
constituents,” Lawrence said. “I asked him, as he was a School Board member, if he 
shouldn’t be living in his district. Again, Mr. Cowart asked me if this was a conversation 
about educational issues. I told him that he was my elected School Board member of 
District 2, and that that was what I wanted to discuss with him.” 
     Lawrence said he was asking another question of Cowart, when Cowart hung up on 
him. 
     His July 23 letter to the superintendent of schools and the School Board shows 
Lawrence requesting that Superintendent Edison and the Levy County School Board 
members formally censure Chris Cowart to have him vacate School Board Seat, District 
2, effective immediately. 
     Cowart noted in a Facebook post on July 13 that he was having to self-isolate due to 
probable exposure to COVID-19. 
     A phone call, an email as well as a private message via Facebook were sent late 
Thursday afternoon (July 23) and Friday afternoon to Cowart for his response to the 
allegation by Lawrence that he lived in a place other than District 2 while being the Levy 
County School Board member in that district. A phone call to Cowart’s cell phone just 
after 2 p.m. on Friday (July 24) was another attempt for a response from Cowart. 
     If Cowart has moved out of District 2 of the Levy County School Board’s districts, 
then he must resign, and he would send a letter to Gov. Ron DeSantis for a person to be 
appointed for the remainder of his term -- if he was in the midterm of his term or before. 
     On Aug. 18, the voters of Levy County will choose between two candidates that are 
seeking to fill Cowart’s Levy County School Board, District 2seat. The general election is 
Nov. 3, but this School Board race is going to be decided in the August primary. 
     Also in the primary on Aug. 18, registered Republican voters in Levy County will 
choose between Cowart and Edison, and the winner of that race will face Lawrence in 
the General Election on Nov. 3. 
     Late Friday afternoon (July 24), Cowart who previously has been dismissive in 
responding to Lawrence’s complaint, said he intends to answer questions about his 
residency from 2016 through the current time – during a special Levy County School 
Board meeting scheduled for Wednesday (July 29). 
     Meanwhile, Cowart, a man who is well-established as a humanitarian, as well as a 
kindhearted, community-oriented, thoughtful, caring person, is presumed to have told 
the truth for the past four years in regard to his residing in District 2. 
     Also, given Property Appraiser Barker noting his office made clerical errors for 
several years in regard to the Homestead Exemption question presented by Lawrence, 
no law enforcement agency in the state appears to want to pursue a misdemeanor case 
from that allegation. 
     Likewise, the Levy County School Board is bound to take the mandatory minimum 
action to notify the public of the special meeting reportedly set for some time and place 
on Wednesday. 
     As for Cowart’s residency in regard to his running for Levy County Superintendent of 
Schools, he is qualified as long as he lives somewhere in Levy County. 

 


