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Dixie County strives to overcome bad 
bookkeeping  
County commissioner cusses at chairman 
 

 
Dixie County Emergency Services Division Chief of 9-1-1 Chuck Elton is seen 
just before the start of the meeting Thursday. Notice he is holding a camera. 
Chief Elton is known for taking pictures, including as the top photographer 
at the Suwannee River Fair Youth Livestock Show and Sale. 
 
Story and Photos 
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     OLD TOWN – One of the threads running through the Thursday meeting (Feb. 4) of 
the Dixie County Board of County Commissioners is one that holds many things 
together – money. 
     Apparently, former Dixie County Clerk Dana Johnson left Dixie County Clerk Barbie 
Higginbotham and her staff with a lot of unraveling to do regarding the books that 
reflect money in and money out. The situation is so severely damaged now that Deputy 
Clerk Jacki Johnson told the County Commission that the accounting records are “all 
over the place” and, as of Thursday she cannot tell how much revenue came in during 
2020 or so far in 2021. 
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Members of the Dixie County Board of County Commissioners agreed to 
provide a photo opportunity before the meeting Thursday. Seen here (from 
left) are Vice Chairman Jamie Storey, Commissioner James Valentine, 
Chairman Mark Hatch, Commissioner W.C. Mills and Commissioner Jody 
Stephenson. Although the members had some heated discussions and at 
times disagreed with one another over finer points of some matters, they 
voted 5-0 on every motion made that day. 
 

 
County Attorney M. Michael O'Steen and Dixie County Clerk Barbie 
Higginbotham strike a pose quickly before the start of the meeting. 
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     Commission Chairman Mark Hatch urged Dixie County Clerk Higginbotham and her 
staff members to first close out 2020. The clerk is expected to return to the County 
Commission with a request for assistance from a private firm to augment the staff 
members in their work at resolving the books, because this task is too daunting while 
attempting to keep the county running daily. 
     Chairman Hatch, Commission Vice Chairman Jamie Storey, Commissioner W.C. 
Mills, Commissioner Jody Stephenson and Commissioner James Valentine all voted in 
unanimity throughout the meeting Thursday, including on the motion to freeze the 
hiring of people in positions not already in the budget. 
     As a guideline in this “hiring freeze,” as each department head seeks to hire a new 
person, there will be a more thorough review to see if they meet the concept of being 
“essential.” 
 

 
County Manager Duane Cannon 
 
     County Attorney M. Michael O'Steen was the first to ask for a definition of “essential” 
workers, and County Manager Duane Cannon let his five bosses know that he needs to 
be certain about what the commission wants when it comes to replacing people or filling 
vacant slots that are in the budget. 
     The motion for a “freeze” on non-essential employees being hired initiated by 
Commissioner Stephenson and seconded by Commissioner Valentine to not hire any 
non-essential workers passed 5-0. Stephenson said he wants to know the available funds 
before planning to pay any new workers. 
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County Commissioner W.C. Mills tells his colleagues that he believes money 
that is budgeted exists where it should, which will allow for the hiring of 
any person in the budget now. 
 
    There was a long discussion about the budget after Commissioner Mills asserted the 
money exists to fill currently vacant positions, and that to rehire persons is budgeted 
now as well. Mills suggested that rather than the word “non-essential” the word “non-
budgeted” would better. 
      Vice Chairman Storey said there are posts that must be filled to provide the people 
with the services by the county. The Commission, he said, must find that funding when 
the time comes. 
      Chairman Hatch said in no uncertain terms that he sees every single county 
employee as being essential right now. There is “no fat to trim,” Hatch said. 
     The County Commission chose to return to the Clerk’s Office funding for the financial 
duties the Clerk’s Office is required by law to complete. The clerk to the County 
Commission is the comptroller for the County Commission. Somehow, for some number 
of years, that truth became relatively obscured, according to what was said Thursday. 
     Another absolute fact is that funding records are public records. There seemed to be 
an intimation Thursday that County Commission members previously were unable to go 
into the Clerk’s Office and see where money existed in different accounts. 
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Dixie County Clerk Barbie Higginbotham speaks at the podium as Deputy 
Clerk Jacki Johnson prepares to provide even more details about the dire 
situation from having books that reflect improper recording methods being 
applied. 
 
     Clerk Higginbotham, who just started in her elected position a few weeks ago, is 
working diligently to make the Dixie County Clerk’s Office on the same footing in that 
manner as the other 66 counties’ clerks’ offices in Florida. Higginbotham has an 
extensive background as a deputy clerk in Gilchrist County. 
      “We are your finance department,” Deputy Clerk Johnson said. “I work with the 
clerk. But we are your finance department. Any information I have, it’s yours.” 
     Attorney O'Steen asserted that the previous clerk’s office did not have a staff member 
who could tell the County Commission where the funding was at when they were asked 
for information. O'Steen recommended a process established to assure county staff can 
find answers when they need them. 
     In one part of the discussion, County Clerk Higginbotham explained that she was 
given an invoice from an insurance company for payment of a bill with a due date of 
Jan. 1. That invoice was given to her by the insurance company on Jan. 2. She is working 
with that company to get invoices in a timelier manner for February, March and 
onward. 
     Paying for jail inmate medical expenses is another topic lightly broached on 
Thursday. 
     To get a better handle on that, a workshop is scheduled with Sheriff Darby Butler, the 
County Commission and County Clerk Higginbotham starting at 11 a.m. on Feb. 18 in 
the Dixie County School Board Meeting Room that used to be the Old Town Elementary 
School Cafeteria years ago. 
 

FOUL LANGUAGE 

     The meeting Thursday opened with Chairman Hatch welcoming everyone. It ended 
with Commissioner Mills yelling and cussing at the chairman for Hatch allegedly 
speaking harshly to County Manager Cannon. That lambasting came at the end of the 
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meeting during the time for commissioners' comments. 
     That tirade was almost funny as Mills very purposely used a vulgar word to 
emphasize his point as he expressed his opinion, which was that yelling, and cursing are 
not proper means of expressing a thought to any employee of the county. 
     Hatch asked Cannon if there was some time when the new county manager could say 
that Hatch did not support him. Cannon did not answer. Hatch then conceded that he 
has stated publicly his questioning Cannon being hired at the rate of a veteran county 
manager when he was an assistant and not a full-fledged county manager before his 
point of being hired. 
     County Attorney O'Steen had said at the start of the meeting, and then repeated 
during the Mills-Hatch conversation, that personnel matters are better left for 
discussion out of the public view. 
     Mills said he saw this as a good time for him to express his opinion to Chairman 
Hatch. O'Steen said he offers advice, and any commissioner can accept or reject that 
advice. Mills said he often follows O'Steen’s advice, but this is not one of those times. 
     While some of the most troublesome aspects of county business were relatively well 
into the two and a half-hour meeting, the start of the day went smoothly, with civil 
discussion, consideration and action – reflecting that Dixie County is “the Heart of the 
Nature Coast.” 
     As the meeting began, County Attorney O'Steen said personnel issues cannot be 
discussed in an open meeting. 
     The Florida Association of Counties (FAC), O'Steen said, handles personnel issues for 
Dixie County, including this one involving a department head where an investigation 
may be required. 
     Since County Manager Cannon is reportedly somehow involved, O'Steen said, he will 
not be the person taking the matter to the FAC to initiate action. On a motion and 
second, the County Commission voted to seek assistance from the FAC to start a 
procedure to resolve this alleged issue. 
     On other matters, two of the three requests for a special exception to be granted to 
allow a recreational vehicle on property that requires a special exception were granted. 
     The one that was tabled is in Commissioner Stephenson’s district. The commissioner 
said he intends to speak with all of the neighbors, after one person in the subdivision 
objected to the exception being granted. 
     Three other variances from zoning requirements were accepted as well. 
     Of those three, a variance sought by Marvin and Phyllis Hunt to build a 40-foot by 
60-foot enclosed storage barn brought a neighbor to voice her opinion, while not 
objecting to the request outright. 
     That neighbor mentioned there are eight property owners who own the 27 lots in the 
Suwannee River Oaks unrecorded subdivision. Her concerns were about property values 
because there are no other storage barns in the neighborhood. She also wondered if Mr. 
Hunt’s business equipment would be stored in the barn, since it is being construction on 
a lot that is not adjacent to the Hunts’ residence. 
     In the end for that exception, on a Mills-Story motion, it was approved 5-0. 
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Building Department Director Leon Wright explains how much the county 
spent as the result of a cable company not complying with building rules, 
and then contesting that in court. 
 
     Building Department Director Leon Wright said the only reason an exception was 
needed for this structure was it being built on a lot not contiguous to the residence. 
     The County Commission heard reports from Code Enforcement Officer Steve 
Freman. 
     A $100-a-day fine is being assessed against a stone crab fisherman because his traps 
cause such a level of stench that they are deemed a nuisance. County Attorney O'Steen 
said this crab trapper has hired counsel who will appeal the ruling. 
     Until an appeals court stays the fine, O'Steen explained, that man must pay the $100 
a day fine. Once the appeals court accepts the case, he added, it may take years to 
resolve. 
    On another matter where a fine has been assessed for a code violator, there is a $100 a 
day fee. 
     Chairman Hatch brought the County Commission to reach agreement on how to 
handle these scenarios. The Commission will not wait until there is a $100,000 fine on 
property worth $10,000. 
     The rule to follow now will be that when the fines equal the amount of the appraised 
taxable value of the property, that is when the county takes the next step. That is when 
the county attorney will file a lien to begin foreclosure. That will lead to the county 
government owning the property, and then it will be sold or used for some county 
purpose. 
     Building Department Director Wright provided an update for the County 
Commission too. 
     A cable company failed to get the proper permits. That resulted in fines. The case 
went to court and the county won the case. 
     The cable company caused the county to spend $72,661.94 in this action. On a 
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motion by Stephenson, seconded by Valentine, with Commissioner Mills almost 
speaking quickly enough to second that motion, the county will now seek that almost 
$73,000 from the cable company. 
     Commissioner Mills said that when a company does something that is not lawful, 
they can expect to have to pay for it. 
     Commissioner Stephenson mentioned that the County Commission had asked Wright 
to find the actual cost to the county caused by this matter, and with that being done, 
now the county is seeking to recoup from that loss. 
 

DIXIE COUNTY EMERGENCY SERVICES 

 

 
Division Chief of Emergency Medical Services Scott Pendarvis is slated to 
leave Feb. 22 for a job in Taylor County. 
 
     Division Chief of Emergency Medical Services Scott Pendarvis let the County 
Commission know that he is accepting a job in Taylor County and will be leaving as of 
Feb. 22. 
     Chairman Hatch mentioned to Pendarvis that he has known the chief since Pendarvis 
was born, as he thanked the first responder for his valiant service to the residents and 
visitors of Dixie County. 
     Pendarvis has been the single man over communications equipment for Dixie County 
Emergency Services, for the Dixie County Sheriff’s Office and other entities since 2015. 
     Pendarvis offered to come back on an as-needed basis for maintenance or repairs, 
with help from the subcontractors who he normally hires for those jobs. 
     The Commission unanimously chose to wait before agreeing to that offer. 
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Division Chief of 9-1-1 Chuck Elton explains how the 9-1-1 system works very 
well in Dixie County now. Chief Elton currently plans to retire in June. 
 
     On another aspect of Dixie County Emergency Services, Division Chief of 9-1-1 Chuck 
Elton gave an update on the 9-1-1 system. 
     Chief Elton’s report showed the county has improved its ability to locate people on 
cell phones – to the point of being able to pinpoint that call to within five feet. He also 
said the 9-1-1 dispatchers can now text to a caller, who can text to them. 

 


