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Two 
commissioners 
don't vote on 
accepting old 
minutes 

 
Dixie County Commission 
Vice Chairman W.C. Mills 
(left) and County 
Commissioner Jody Stephenson prepare for the regular twice-monthly County 
Commission meeting on Aug. 5. The Dixie County Commission members also meet for 
workshops as they strive to best serve the residents and visitors of Dixie County. On the 
matter of accepting minutes from certain meetings in 2020, Mills voted to accept them 
and Stephenson was one of the two who did not vote on the motion to accept. 
 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Aug. 7, 2021 at 8:11 a.m. 
     OLD TOWN – On a finer point near the start of the Thursday (Aug. 5) twice-monthly regular 
meeting of the Dixie County Board of County Commissioners, two of them did not vote – even though 
they were present. 
 

 
(from left) Dixie County 
Commissioner James 
Valentine, County 
Commissioner Mark 
Hatch and County 
Commission Chairman 
Jamie Storey sit at the 
dais in the meeting room 
normally used by the 
Dixie County School 
Board for its meetings. 
The room, which is 
larger than the one in 

the Dixie County Courthouse in Cross City, was used Aug. 5 because of the anticipated 
large turnout of property owners who were to give input about increased fees for fire 
service and solid waste service in Dixie County. The clock on the wall shows 9:16 a.m., 
but the meeting started at 10 a.m., and this one-60th of one second in time captured in a 
picture shows that the clock was not corrected when Daylight Saving Time went into 
effect months ago. It was really an hour after the time shown on the Dixie County 
School Board clock. 
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Dixie County Clerk of Court Barbie Higginbotham (left) and Deputy Clerk Verna Mae 
Wilson are seen moments before a Dixie County Commission meeting that started at 10 
a.m. and went well into the afternoon on Thursday (Aug. 5). 
 
     Attorney Pierce Kelley, serving as county attorney on behalf of Dixie County Attorney M. Michael 
O’Steen -- who was required to be somewhere else Thursday -- explained how County Commissioner 
James Valentine and County Commissioner Jody Stephenson could choose not to vote on a matter. 
     And even though they did not vote, Kelley said, they were not “abstaining” from voting. The 
attorney said the word “abstain” has a legal connotation that does not apply in the circumstance they 
were exercising as they chose to not vote. And, Kelley said, those two do not have to file the usual form 
with the Florida Commission on Ethics when a member of a board, commission, council, etc., does 
not vote on a motion in Florida. 
     Usually, county commissioners must vote on matters. One exclusion from voting is in Florida 
Statute 112.3143 (3)(a). 
     That part of that Florida law notes “No county, municipal, or other local public officer shall vote in 
an official capacity upon any measure which would inure to his or her special private gain or loss; 
which he or she knows would inure to the special private gain or loss of any principal by whom he or 
she is retained or to the parent organization or subsidiary of a corporate principal by which he or she 
is retained, other than an agency as defined in s. 112.312(2); or which he or she knows would inure to 
the special private gain or loss of a relative or business associate of the public officer. Such public 
officer shall, prior to the vote being taken, publicly state to the assembly the nature of the officer’s 
interest in the matter from which he or she is abstaining from voting and, within 15 days after the vote 
occurs, disclose the nature of his or her interest as a public record in a memorandum filed with the 
person responsible for recording the minutes of the meeting, who shall incorporate the memorandum 
in the minutes.” 
     As for the instance where Stephenson said he would not vote, it was almost funny, because 
Valentine had seconded the motion where he then would soon choose against voting. 
     Dixie County Commissioner Mark Hatch had made a motion to accept the County Commission 
minutes of May 7, 2020. Probably resultant from improper record-keeping by a former Dixie County 
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clerk, those minutes were not properly stored for posterity. Hence, the need a year later to “accept” 
them. 
     Valentine seconded Hatch’s first motion in this matter. Stephenson announced he was not voting 
because he was not a commissioner during the meeting of May 7, 2020. Valentine was not a 
commissioner then either. 
     Although staff from the Office of Dixie County Clerk Barbie Higginbotham assured Valentine and 
Stephenson that their predecessors had confirmed the accuracy of those minutes, Stephenson said he 
did not see anything in writing to that effect. Stephenson expressed his fear that there was some sort 
of danger to him if he were to vote in favor of accepting those minutes because he was not in office at 
the time of that meeting. 
     Stephenson was reminded this was not for an “approval” but simply to “accept” those minutes. 
Stephenson said he would not vote on the matter, despite those facts. 
     Valentine then withdrew his second of Hatch’s motion after the folderol created by Stephenson. 
     Hatch then made a second motion to accept the minutes of May 7, 2020, which was seconded by 
Commission Vice Chairman W.C. Mills. 
     A journalist in the audience then went to the podium and questioned whether a county 
commissioner could abstain from voting, without declaring a conflict of interest due to pecuniary 
gain, and without filing a written form with the Florida Commission on Ethics. 
     Attorney Kelley said it was his opinion that Stephenson and Valentine did not have to vote on the 
issue, because there was a quorum of commissioners who were present at the May 7, 2020, meeting 
and who were at the Aug. 5, 2021, meeting. Kelley further expressed his interpretation of Florida law 
that in this instance there was no need to file any notice with the Commission on Ethics. 
     The journalist thanked the attorney for the clarification. 
     Commission Chairman Jamie Storey, Vice Chairman Mills and Commissioner Hatch accepted the 
Commission regular meeting minutes of three meetings from 2020, as a matter of taking care of 
business as it must be done. 
     Earlier by a 5-0 vote, on a motion by Mills, seconded by Hatch, the County Commission 
unanimously approved the minutes of the regular meeting of June 17, 2021. Commissioners 
Stephenson and Valentine were in that mix, too, because they were in their elected office back then. 


