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State leaders listen to input 
Internet access and other topics presented 

 
Levy County Commission Chairman Matt Brooks (R-Williston) (left) and State 

Rep. Joe Harding (R-Williston, Dist. 22) mingle for a few moments before the start 

of the Legislative Delegation Hearing in Williston on Monday morning (Dec. 14). 

By Jeff M. Hardison © Dec. 16, 2020 at 7:10 a.m. 

     WILLISTON – State Sen. Jennifer Bradley (R-Fleming Island, Dist. 5) and State Rep. Joe 

Harding (R-Williston, Dist. 22) spent a few hours Monday morning (Dec. 14) listening to input 

from elected and appointed officials and a few members of the general public. 

     Bradley’s district includes Levy, Dixie, Gilchrist, Baker, Bradford, Clay, Columbia, Lafayette, 

Suwannee, Union and part of Marion counties. 

     Harding’s district includes all of Levy County and part of western Marion County. 

     The 2020 Annual Legislative Delegation Hearing for Levy County was the first of 11 such 

hearings for Sen. Bradley and first of two Legislative Delegation Hearings for Rep. Harding. 

Both members of the Florida Legislature begin their first terms on March 2, although Bradley, 

an attorney, was elected to the seat her husband held before he was forced out due to term 

limits; hence, perhaps giving her a little more insight in how state government works nowadays 

in Florida. 

     Harding chose against having any public forums during his campaign, refused answer written 

questions submitted to him or to debate with the candidate running against him. This is his first 

elected government position. 

     Internet access in Florida, use of drones (Unmanned Aircraft Systems) by law enforcement 
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agencies, revisions in renewal dates for certain Commercial Driver Licenses, protection of 

Florida water quality and water supplies, funding for new public schools and the correct use of 

words were among the many topics presented to the state leaders. 
 

CF president opens Levy County Legislative Delegation Hearing 

 
Before the hearing began, (from left) State Rep. Joe Harding, Larry Cretuel and – 

Dr. James Henningsen socialize. Cretuel is a former member of the Florida House 

of Representatives and Dr. Henningsen said Cretuel is a friend of the College of 

Central Florida. 
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Dr. James Henningsen, president of the College of Central Florida, speaks to the 

state leaders.  

 

     Dr. James Henningsen, president of the College of Central Florida, was the first speaker at 

the Levy County Legislative Delegation Hearing. 

     Rep. Harding, who was nominated and elected as chair of the delegation, said he wanted to 

change the listed order of speakers because CF was hosting the Marion County Legislative 

Delegation that afternoon. 

     Henningsen said he understood what Sen. Bradley was saying in regard to the budget being 

lean this coming year. 

     He spoke about the Florida State University System working with the entire CareerSource 

network for expansion and improvements of the state’s workforce. He mentioned that 

CareerSource Citrus Levy Marion is starting a program for paramedic training at the Levy Jack 

Wilkinson Campus of CF – north of Chiefland and south of the City of Fanning Springs. 

     He mentioned the college’s success of raising money from the private sector in the amount of 

about $25 million, which is very significant for a college the size of CF. 

     This fundraising success, and the college’s work with CareerSource to enhance training and 

learning opportunities, reflects the partnership between the college and the communities it 

serves to improve the talents of the workforce in this area, he intimated. 

     The college president said he looks forward to working with the new state legislators. 

     He mentioned in passing that there is significant meeting space available at the Levy Jack 

Wilkinson Campus of CF. That venue would have provided more seats for Levy County residents 

and visitors who might attend a Legislative Delegation Hearing. 
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Levy County Commission Chairman Matt Brooks speaks to the state leaders. 

 

     During his part of the hearing, Levy County Commission Chairman Matt Brooks provided the 

state leaders with the county’s state legislative priorities. 

     Brooks presented both state leaders with a slick binder that had cover art, which included a 

photo taken by Bonish Photography of Cedar Key of Cedar Key resident Heath Davis’ airboat. 

     The front cover art included themes such as “Protect Our Water and Coastline,” “Provide 

Quality Experiences” and “Preserve the Life that Sustains Us.” 

     First, Brooks said this county needs an increase to access of affordable and reliable Internet 

service. Sen. Bradley said this is a need she has heard all across Florida. As for the state 

government being able to help that problem, there has been no success in the past 20-plus years. 

     Brooks then spoke about another issue that has plagued all Florida counties. Jail inmate 

healthcare costs are a heavy burden for every county, especially rural counties with meager 

budgets. He hopes the Florida Legislature can help relieve this liability more. 

     Among the other topics he touched upon were a shoreline resiliency project for Cedar Key, 

and a change from the state government’s method for requiring counties to advertise delinquent 

taxes in published newspapers. Instead, Brooks suggested counties could save taxpayers money 

by using the Internet. 

     Coincidently, Levy County Tax Collector Linda Fugate and the Levy County Board of County 

Commissioners one year augmented the publication of notices of delinquent taxes by purchasing 

a very inexpensive ad on HardisonInk.com that ran for the same two weeks as those huge ads 

ran in a weekly newspaper in Levy County. 
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State Sen. Jennifer 

Bradley enjoys a cup 

of coffee before the 

start of the hearing. 

The City of Williston 

provided doughnuts, 

coffee, bottled water 

and other drinks for 

anyone who wanted 

them. The city also 

had facemasks 

available for people at 

the hearing, but one 

of the themes in the 

Republicans-only government of Levy County is to not wear facemasks. Sen. 

Bradley did wear a facemask at some points during her visit to the R. Gerald 

Hethcoat Community Room of Williston City Hall. It included the seal of the 

Florida Senate. 

 

 
Sen. Jennifer Bradley shakes hands with County Commission Chairman Matt 

Brooks. Bradley's home county of Clay County as of Tuesday (Dec. 16) had 

recorded 169 deaths from COVID-19 and 535 Clay countians had been hospitalized 

since March. Her district includes 11 counties, where she is slated to visit each one 

as part of each counties' Legislative Delegation Hearing. 
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County Commissioner Mike Joyner (left) shakes hands with Cedar Key Mayor 

Heath Davis. At the start of the global COVID-19 pandemic, Cedar Key restricted 

access to that island for a period of time. Only residents and people conducting 

business on the island were allowed to cross the one bridge leading to the key from 

the mainland. Journalists were specifically prohibited from going to the island 

then. The first journalist who crossed the bridge during the pandemic as he 

covered a Cedar Key City Commission special meeting was 

from HardisonInk.com. 

 

 
Levy County Property Appraiser Osborn ‘Oz’ Barker speaks to the delegation from 

the audience. Yankeetown Mayor Jack Schofield (seated at left) and Fanning 

Springs Mayor Howell E. ‘Trip’ Lancaster III (seated at the right without a 

facemask, although he did have one in his hand at that time) are among the 

municipal leaders who spoke to the freshmen state legislators. 
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Retiring Levy County Tax Collector Linda Fugate accepts flowers from State Rep. 

Joe Harding, and then hugs him. Fugate, who has served in Levy County 

government for 35 years, 20 of which were as the county’s tax collector. Fugate 

spoke highly of the people who work in the Levy County Tax Collector’s Office. She 

mentioned a new method for renewal of some Commercial Driver Licenses for 

certain weights of trucks – on the birth month rather than on the first month of 

the calendar year. Also, although Levy County residents only will be allowed to 

take driving tests for driver’s licenses, unlike neighboring counties, Levy County is 

accepting simple driver license renewals from places such as Marion County and 

Alachua County. 
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Levy County 

Superintendent of 

Schools Chris Cowart 

speaks to the state 

leaders on behalf of 

the Levy County 

School Board – 

Cameron Asbell (Dist. 

1), Tammy Boyle (Dist. 

2), Brad Etheridge 

(Dist. 3), Paige 

Brookins (Dist. 4) and 

Ashley Clemenzi (Dist. 

5). Speaking almost in code, Cowart briefly mentioned ‘moving dirt’ near 

Chiefland High School. Cowart in his method to keep his message simply, skipped 

speaking about specific projects or dollar amounts for construction of some 

facility in Chiefland. State special facility funding plays a big part in the 

construction of new structures for public education in Florida. Bronson and 

Williston both have relatively new campuses, thanks to work by previous state 

legislators. Just like in Dixie County, though, the old football stadium and field for 

Williston is still used. Bronson built a new field and stadium with funding from 

members of that community. 

 

 

With his mask 

off and speaking 

from the 

audience to the 

state legislators 

as many others 

did, Yankeetown 

Mayor Jack 

Schofield spoke a 

little about the 

history of the 

southernmost 

coastal 

municipality in 

Levy County. 

Schofield briefly referred to the Withlacoochee Gulf Preserve, as well as to the 

county boat ramp at the end of Levy County Road 40 West. 
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Suwannee 

River Water 

Management 

District 

Director Hugh 

Thomas 

mentioned that 

55 percent of 

the SRWMD is 

agricultural. 

Another 

unique aspect 

about this 

water 

management district is that it includes the most natural springs of freshwater of 

anywhere on the planet. Through science, the district continues its mission. The 

Suwannee River Water Management District manages water and related natural 

resources in North Central Florida by providing water quality and quantity 

monitoring, research, regulation, land acquisition and management and flood 

protection. Although many previous Levy County Legislative Delegation Hearings 

have called for Levy County to no longer be split between the SRWMD and the 

Southwest Florida Water Management District, a change in that legislation has 

never succeeded. Sometimes, the science of water management outweighs the 

political of county lines. SRWMD Director Thomas was speaking in the SWFWMD 

part of Levy County. There was no Southwest Florida Water Management District 

listed on the agenda for the Levy County Legislative Delegation Hearing. 

 

 

Lynetta Griner, a 

Levy County 

voter and small 

business 

owner, reminded 

the state leaders 

of the 

importance of 

agriculture to the 

economy and its 

positive impact 

on the 

environment. 

Griner is the first 

woman to serve 

as president in the Florida Forestry Association’s 90-year history, when she was in 

that office in 2012.  She also complained about a couple of former workers 

receiving unemployment compensation, when she as a small business owner felt 

left out of the process before that funding was granted to those former employees. 


