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Dixie County Commission dedicates 
many hours to governing 
Dixie County Emergency Services leader answers 
questions 

Dixie County 
Tax Collector 
Michelle 
Cannon 
answers 
questions and 
gives input to 
the Dixie 
County 
Commission 
Thursday 
morning 
(March 4) 
during one of 
three 
workshops 
weaved in 
between the 

regular twice-monthly County Commission meeting. These workshops and 
meetings are being held in the Dixie County School Board facility in Old Town, 
because it is bigger than the County Commission meeting room in the Dixie County 
Courthouse. The bigger meeting area provides more open seats for participants 
and spectators, to reduce the spread of COVID-19. As for the workshop where she 
was among the speakers, Tax Collector Cannon reminded the County Commission 
that if it wants stickers for residents regarding use of the dump or boat ramps, the 
county will need to consider if it wants exemptions from fees from veterans, 
handicapped people, senior citizens and others; bookkeeping of the revenue and 
expenditures from these stickers; enforcement of the sticker use; as well as 
possibly providing a booklet to sticker purchasers and potentially short-term 
sticker purchases. Despite a laundry list of how the sticker program can be 
problematic, Dixie County Commission Chairman Mark Hatch and other 
commissioners are continuing to move toward looking at starting the practice. 

~ 
Story and Photos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © March 5, 2021 at 2:11 p.m. 
     OLD TOWN – The five-man Dixie County Board of County Commissioners spent an 
extensive amount of time Thursday (March 4) in three workshops and at its regular 
meeting. 
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(from left) Dixie County Commissioner James Valentine, Dixie County 
Commissioner Jamie Storey and Dixie County Commission Chairman Mark 
Hatch are seen during one of the many meetings they were involved in on 
March 4. 
 

 
Dixie County Commissioner W.C. Mills (left) and Dixie County 
Commissioner Jody Stephenson are seen during one of the many meetings 
they were involved in on March 4. 

     These public meetings are beyond their daily work in their capacity as being the five 
leaders elected for matters under Dixie County Commission governance. 
     With Commission Chairman Mark Hatch (Dist. 3) leading the meeting and 
workshops, commissioners Jody Stephenson (Dist. 1), W.C. Mills (Dist. 2), Jamie Storey 
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(Dist. 4) and James Valentine (Dist. 5) spoke with each other, county staff, as well as 
with residents and visitors. 
     The County Commission made rulings after considering requests, facts and opinions 
on matters concerning saving lives and property, as well as providing services and 
seeking to maintain or improve the quality of life in Dixie County. 
     The five leaders of Dixie County government face a unique predicament. This County 
Commission remains uncertain about the actual balances of its funds, apparently from 
what appears to be bad bookkeeping practices by a former clerk to the commission and 
the courts. 
     Recently elected Dixie County Clerk Barbie Higginbotham and her staff and a third-
party consultant are untangling financial records to have an accurate picture of the 
county’s economic standing. 
     Before the regular Dixie County Commission meeting started at 10 a.m. Thursday, 
those five elected leaders conducted a workshop that started at 9 a.m. with Dixie County 
Tax Collector Michelle Cannon and others to discuss a potential for stickers for residents 
to prove they live in Dixie County. This is regarding use of the dump facilities and the 
county’s public boat ramps. 
     The next workshop for the County Commission that day was set for 1:30 p.m. and it 
was titled Anderson Columbia Bridges and Roads. 
     After a previous presentation from Kevin Lamar, project manager/estimator-
structures of Anderson Columbia Co. Inc., the County Commission is looking at a 
potential replacement of the Dixie County Road 358 bridge that crosses Sandhill Creek, 
as well as other bridges and roads. Lamar provided the County Commission with more 
information about the design-build method of road and bridge construction during the 
workshop. 
     The third workshop of the day was for the County Commission to discuss the use of 
ATVs and UTVs on county roads and federal roads, especially in the Lower Suwannee 
National Wildlife Refuge’s Dixie Mainline Trail. That workshop was slated to begin at 
2:30 p.m. on March 4. 
     The Dixie Mainline is a nine-mile trail, which is ideal for driving, bicycling, and 
walking. It is among the many attractions for residents and visitors to enjoy in Dixie 
County. 
     While the County Commission can take no action at a workshop, those public get-
togethers allow the men to talk about action they can take during a regular meeting, as 
they converse in the open view of anyone who wants to watch. 
     As for discussion and action, the first two hours of the regular meeting went about 
two-thirds of the way through the agenda. 
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DIXIE COUNTY EMERGENCY SERVICES 

 
Dixie County Emergency Services Director and Chief Darian Brown speaks 
with the County Commission on Thursday (March 4). 
 
     Dixie County Emergency Services Director and Chief Darian Brown opened his part 
of the agenda by bringing the County Commission up to date on the Suwannee River 
being high at the moment. 
To obtain real-time river level information, visit https://www.mysuwanneeriver.com. 
     Chief Brown also brought up further discussion of a proposal from former DCES 
Division Chief of Emergency Medical Services Scott Pendarvis regarding 
communications equipment and systems. 
     The County Commission agreed to let Pendarvis continue maintenance of the 
county’s 9-1-1 and other communications systems. That former DCES division chief 
accepted a post with Taylor County; however, he has methods for keeping all 
communications working in Dixie County via remote access, and through his connection 
with subcontractors who can climb towers or perform other hands-on duties to keep 
communications up to par if that work is needed. 
     Also, at the meeting Thursday, Matt Ferguson was accepted as the new DCES 
Division Chief of Emergency Medical Services to fill the vacancy created when Pendarvis 
moved on. Meanwhile, Ferguson’s position on the Fire-EMS crew will be filled by a 
qualified applicant after that hiring process is complete. 
     Just before noon, Commissioner Stephenson asked Chief Brown about some verbiage 
that Stephenson saw in emails. 
     Chief Brown said those emails were sent to other chiefs and staff members of DCES 
and through them he shared his opinion about issues, as well as some levity. He helped 
Stephenson better understand what he was noting by going through them at the meeting 

https://www.mysuwanneeriver.com/
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verbally. 
     Brown is the leader of DCES who has been serving the residents and visitors of Dixie 
County who need help that demands emergency response to medical fire issues, as well 
as countywide disasters, since 2005. Tim Alexander is the former leader of Dixie County 
Fire-Rescue, which continued evolving after Alexander became county administrator. 
     Dixie County Administrator Duane Cannon accepted Alexander’s role, when 
Alexander left that post. In a separate and different capacity, Alexander remains as one 
of the five elected members of the Dixie County School Board. 
     One email from Chief Brown clearly was a joke that everyone understood regarding 
Chairman Hatch. Hatch said he knew that, adding that Stephenson was concerned 
about some other wording in emails. 
     Stephenson said he perceived the emails as saying that he and the other County 
Commission members are not doing anything to resolve the shortcomings seen by the 
chief for emergency services in Dixie County. 
     Chief Brown said he has been working since 2005 to improve the DCES, and he has 
faced opposition. Brown understands some of the resistance to change, he said. 
     The chief told the county commissioner that his division chiefs -- Emergency 
Management Division Chief Scott Garner, Division Chief of Fire Service Operations Roy 
Bass, former Division Chief of Emergency Medical Services Pendarvis, and Division 
Chief of 9-1-1 Chuck Elton, as well as the DCES staff members are working 48-hour 
shifts instead of 24-hour shifts. Everyone is putting in their best at the DCES, he said. 
     The team is fighting against a brick wall of resistance to improvement, Chief Brown 
said, most of the time. 
     If Commissioner Stephenson misunderstood that Chief Brown meant the County 
Commission has done nothing, then the chief apologizes for that misunderstanding. He 
knows what the County Commission has done to help the DCES. 
      “It wasn’t meant to be offensive to you,” Brown told Stephenson. “But it is how I felt. 
The comments in the workshop the other day made me feel better. Some of the 
comments are what I have a question about. But at least we are working that way 
(toward progress). I hope that is what we can continue to do.” 
     The chief explained there are times as he attempts to keep morale lifted in the DCES 
for him to tell a joke. Sometimes, he added, he needs to just tell the team the truth about 
the reality what exists at that minute. 
     Chief Brown then asked Stephenson and each of the four County Commission 
members individually if they want him to continue in his capacity as director of DCES. 
He heard a 100 percent confirmation from each individual County Commission member 
regarding their desire for him to stay as the DCES leader. Stephenson said he 
appreciates the chief helping him to understand the emails better with his verbal 
comments that day. 
     Stephenson said he and the other commissioners are working to help the DCES as 
best as they can. 
     The top issue at DCES, the chief said, is people needing a better level of pay. 
     Chairman Hatch told the chief that he understands what the chief is saying. The 
County Commission, though, is tasked with assuring the best possible outcome for 
DCES, garbage collection service, roads, parks and recreation, building and zoning and 
all other county services under their mandate for governance, Chairman Hatch said, and 
so they try to provide equally for all the public’s needs. 
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STOP YOUNG SMOKERS 

 
Rebecca Fusco (wearing mask in background at left), the data and outreach 
coordinator of the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition, and Melanie 
Anderson, a tobacco prevention specialist in Dixie County (at the podium), 
express their gratitude for the Dixie County Commission helping work to 
curb the use of tobacco by underaged children. They asked for a bit more 
help in this campaign. 
 
     Melanie Anderson, a tobacco prevention specialist in Dixie County, spoke to the 
County Commission about the county’s history with reducing tobacco use by young 
people, as well as something more that may be done in that area. 
     Joining Anderson in the presentation was Rebecca Fusco, the data and outreach 
coordinator of the Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition. 
     In Dixie County, Anderson said some children have used tobacco even before 
reaching middle school. 
     Tobacco sellers, she said, target youthful consumers because there are stronger odds 
for hooking a person on nicotine before they reach the age of 21. 
     “The majority of people who use tobacco want to quit,” Anderson said, “or they wish 
they never started. The only way we are going to do that is working with our students 
and trying to get them the education on the products that are being targeted for them.” 
     Thirty-one percent of Dixie County youth in the past 30 days have used tobacco by 
smoking it or in a non-smoking form. This use is by people who cannot even purchase 
tobacco, she added. 
     While federal law requires a person to be 21 years old to purchase tobacco, Anderson 
said, Florida law sets the age at 18 years old. 
     Fusco said some off-duty Dixie County Sheriff’s Office deputies have worked to help 
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catch vendors selling to children younger than 18, as has the Florida Department of 
Business and Profession Regulation’s Division of Alcoholic Beverages and Tobacco. 
However, some local vendors continue to violate Dixie County ordinances about where 
they place tobacco products and advertising, Fusco said. 
     While some tobacco retailers are abiding by the local ordinances regarding tobacco 
placement and advertising, Fusco said, it is unfair to them for there to be no 
enforcement of the county ordinances, which are aimed at reducing influencing children 
to purchase tobacco. 
     Law-abiding retailers are not on a level playing field with the vendors who do not 
follow county ordinances, Fusco said. 
     Chairman Hatch asked Dixie County Code Enforcement Director Steve Fremen to 
investigate enforcing those county ordinances for tobacco product placement and 
tobacco advertisement placement at Dixie County stores. 
     Anderson suggested the county could issue licenses to tobacco retailers in Dixie 
County, to better offer methods for regulation or proper sales practices, including 
penalties that may include suspension of being able to sell tobacco products for certain 
periods of time. 
     This idea of a county permit to sell tobacco, too, may be considered by the County 
Commission as County Attorney M. Michael O’Steen confers with Anderson. 
 

PAY OR NO PERMIT 
RIGHT-OF-WAY ORDINANCE 

 
Engineer Nick George hears in no uncertain terms that the company he 
works for must pay for its failed lawsuit against the county. 
 
     Tom Holt and his engineer Nick George approached the County Commission to speak 
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about broadband service in the county. 
     County Attorney O’Steen advised the County Commission that he had conferred with 
another attorney who was involved in defending Dixie County from a suit by a cable 
company. 
     Before getting far into his presentation, George was told by the County Commission 
that the path to permits for that company is for it to first pay the $75,000 as 
reimbursement to the county for the money the county spent in its successful defense of 
that previous lawsuit by that company against Dixie County. 
     Commission Chairman Hatch told George that the single method to obtain permits is 
to go to Dixie County Building Department Director Leon Wright, who will explain what 
is needed for that to happen. The County Commission does not issue building permits, 
the Dixie County Building Department issues permits. 
     George said he did that and was unsuccessful. He would like the county to just let 
bygones be bygones, and to wipe the slate clean, and to move on from this point 
forward, including the lifting of the stop-work orders that exist now. That concept was 
rejected. 
     O’Steen stated that before there is any moving forward with this cable company to 
have new permits, it must pay the $75,000 that the county spent to defend itself from 
previous lawsuits that showed the county as prevailing on those civil law issues. The 
County Commission previously voted 5-0 for this to be the process, O’Steen said. 
     This is not $75,000 in fines and penalties, O’Steen added. This is simply the money 
the county had to spend to successfully defend against lawsuits by that very cable 
company against the county. 
     If the cable company does not pay this debt, Chairman Hatch said, then it will not be 
issued permits. 
     “It’s that simple,” Hatch said. 
     On a related matter, the County Commission in its March 4 meeting voted 5-0 to 
advertise for two public hearings for a right-of-way ordinance. This ordinance includes 
matters such as utility pole placement and use. 
     There are issues that arise regarding the use of utility poles regarding combined use 
by electric service providers, telephone service providers, cable TV service providers and 
Internet service providers. 
      O’Steen said the proposed ordinance is not aimed at any company but is simply to set 
standards regarding right-of-way that are not yet shown in the ordinance form as they 
are needed in Dixie County. 

 


