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Oil spill project workshop slated 

 
Before the meeting (from left) County Commissioner Jody Stephenson, 
County Manager Duane Cannon and County Attorney M. Michael O’Steen 
tend to business. 

 
Before the meeting (from left) County Commissioner James Valentine. 
Commissioner Mark Hatch and Commission Chairman Jamie Story tend to 
business. 
 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Oct. 22, 2021 at 
     CROSS CITY – Gathering together in the relatively small room designated for the 
regular Dixie County Commission Board of County Commissioners, residents and 
visitors of Dixie County on Thursday evening heard and saw plenty of action in the first 
hour. 
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     As usual, the twice monthly meeting went longer than an hour. 
     In that meeting, the four of the five elected County Commission members who were 
present – Chairman Jamie Story, and commissioners Mark Hatch, Jody Stephenson and 
James Valentine unanimously acted on several matters. 
     These matters included scheduling a workshop to determine how to spend oil spill 
money. 
     They also gained insight about Elder Options, and they discussed an ongoing decade-
old issue of a cable service company’s cables and poles. 
     Vice Chairman W.C. Mills was absent Thursday. 
     That small room an offset but connected part of the southwest corner of the Dixie 
County Courthouse was jampacked with people, with every seat in the room filled as 
people sat shoulder-to-shoulder. 
     At least a couple of the room’s occupants had issues that caused them to cough. On 
avid Trump supporter and one journalist wore masks to cover their faces. All other room 
occupants that night did not. 

OIL SPILL MONEY 
     Greg Bailey of North Florida Professional Services spoke with the County 
Commission about money designated for Dixie County from the RESTORE Act funds 
allocated to Dixie County. Levy County has completed projects from the funds sent to it, 
and it has other established plans. 
     Before the 10 a.m. start of the regular meeting on Nov. 4, the five County 
Commissioners are scheduled to meet in a workshop at 9:30 a.m. to discuss 
what the money can be spent on. 
     The RESTORE Act is a United States federal statute that was signed into law by 
President Barack Obama on July 6, 2012. It was enacted by the 112th United States 
Congress as an amendment to the "Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century" bill, 
a far-reaching transportation bill that included many other provisions. 
     The act was in response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill that occurred on April 20, 
2010, which caused significant environmental, ecological, and economic damage to the 
United States Gulf Coast. Dixie County was among the recipients of funds from that 
compensation for that disaster.  
     The Deepwater Horizon oil spill occurred off of the Gulf Coast on April 20, 2010. 
Florida's 23 Gulf Coast counties were impacted to varying degrees, with 177 miles of 
coast receiving varying degrees of damage from the oil spill disaster. The Levy County 
Commission adopted Resolution 2013-25 on Feb. 19, 2013, to establish the RESTORE 
Act Advisory Committee. 
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RV GROWTH 

 
This graph was provided to the Dixie County Commission by Dixie County 
Building Official Leon Wright. It shows growth in permits for building from 
2006 through 2021 so far. Wright accepted his post in 2018. Permits to 
build houses are higher than permits for RVs and Ag Poles. 
 

 
Dixie County Building Official Leon Wright speaks to the County 
Commission about growth in the county.  
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     Dixie County Building Official Leon Wright provided the County Commission with 
information about growth in building in Dixie County. He also let the five men know 
they can expect phone calls from some people who own property where they built 
structures before obtaining proper permits. 
     One Dixie County resident Jeff Eckenberg said his RV burned down on July 30, 2021. 
He had a permit application completed in 2003, but he is not being allowed to resume 
living at the site. 
     Wright said the county has no record of that RV being permitted to be there. 
     As a result, the County Commission on a motion by Hatch, seconded by Stephenson, 
voted 4-0 to waive the $300 application fee for the man to start a new RV permit 
process. After he applies, the County Commission will conduct a public hearing and 
either accept or reject the application. 
     The resident, if approved, then will pay a renewal fee each year. On Thursday night, 
Wright told the County Commission he has a method for mailing notices for annual 
renewals that will be more efficient than his previous method. 
     As for RVs in Dixie County, they are not just in RV campgrounds and resorts, with the 
permits approved, they are dotting the county.  
 

ALLEGED CABLE 
SAFETY ISSUES 
 
CFEC General Manager 
Denny George explains why 
he believes Dixie County is 
not performing enough 
action for safety in its right-
of-way in regard to pole and 
cable placement. A couple of 
county commissioners 
complained about 
independent contractors 
leaving mulch and limbs that 
block ditches, and are having 
to be cleaned up in yards 
after being left there by the 
line-clearing workers.  

     Building Official Wright said a cable company that had problems with some poles has 
been given permission to resume its work to improve suspected county code violations. 
     Central Florida Electric Cooperative Executive Vice President and General Manager 
Denny George provided the County Commission with input about what CFEC sees as 
possible safety hazards from poles being put below CFEC power lines.  
     “Earlier this week,” George said, “it is my understanding that Dixie County Building 
and Zoning, through Mr. Leon Wright, issued permits for EB (Extreme Broadband) to 
set additional poles and move other poles in order for EB to resolve NESC code 
violations. 
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     “This appears to be in direct contradiction to the recently approved Dixie County Co-
Location Ordinance Chapter 37 that requires co-location on existing utility poles, if 
reasonably an option,” he continued. “CFEC has certainly presented an option for EB to 
use CFEC poles that would facilitate improved safety in the right-of-way, reduce the 
number of structures in the right-of-way and also place EB into an agreement with 
CFEC that provides a framework for how this entity can work safely around CFEC high-
voltage electric facilities.” 
     The “EB” to which he refers is a cable company that provides service mostly in the 
Suwannee Community of western unincorporated Dixie County. 
     “EB has rejected that option and now forced CFEC to take further action to resolve 
EB’s long-overdue safety violations caused by EB’s disregard of the injunction,” George 
said. “CFEC has endeavored to maintain a safe utility operation in the County’s Right-
of-Way from a relationship that began in the 1930s and 1940s, including the 
prosecution of its lawsuit against EB.” 
     The CFEC operational leader said that if Dixie County, despite the prior injunction 
order and the county’s own co-location ordinance, grants right-of-way permits to EB, 
then that allows EB to operate in-line with CFEC electric facilities. 
     With no effective pole license agreement in place between CFEC and EB, CFEC 
believes Dixie County will have permitted a significantly unsafe operations in the right-
of-way, George said, potentially placing Dixie County and the public at higher risk of 
damage or injury. 
     He implored the county to do more in regard to enforce its co-location ordinance. 
     “While we plan, at this time, no legal actions against Dixie County, I respectfully 
advise that the county is on notice that when and if a lawsuit is filed by an injured 
member or spouse of a fatal future accident, that CFEC will remind the courts of our 
past actions to attempt to ensure EB behavior functioned in a safer manner and our 
many discussions to work with Dixie County to accomplish the same – all to no avail,” 
George said. 
     George added that it would be his advice for the county to not issue any more permits 
to the cable company until after a scheduled Nov. 1 hearing related to an injunction put 
in place by the court regarding this matter. 
     Given that the County Commission spent tax money, as well as used other resources 
to create the Dixie County co-location ordinance, George said he would advise the 
county to abide by its own ordinance and require all parties to act accordingly. 
     Commissioner Stephenson questioned about agencies to enforce safety codes for 
electric and cable placement on poles. 
     George said Dixie County can regulate what happens in its right-of-way. He added 
that an alleged statement by an employee at the Florida Department of Business and 
Professional Regulation that Dixie County has no say about the use of the county right-
of-way is not accurate. 
     County Attorney O’Steen said this problem started when CFEC sued the cable 
company for putting poles in the right-of-way without permits, many years ago. 
     The cable company sued O’Steen, then County Manager Tim Alexander, Building 
Official Wright and the County Commission. 
     Since O’Steen has removed himself from advising the County Commission about 
matters related to CFEC versus EB, he said there is a different attorney of record who 
will be given a copy of the letter, from which George read. 
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      The building official with the county wants to have a hands-off approach regarding 
poles and wires in the right-of-way. 
     Wright said was that he has no part in the dispute between the cable company and 
the rural electric cooperative. Also, Wright said he is not part of the United States Office 
of Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), which could enforce a violation of federal 
safety law if it found a suspected violation. 
     County Commissioner Stephenson joined Wright by saying the county is nor 
responsible for inspecting utility installers. 
     George let the listeners know that CFEC could have cut cables from its poles, after a 
court injunction was put in place, but that would create even more safety hazards. 
     George said the legal issues are not the operational issue. 
     What will happen, within one-third of one-second, George said, will be a person 
injured or killed by electrocution. When that happens, the person or survivors will sue. 
     CFEC will show the court it has practiced due diligence in attempting to have Dixie 
County to make its right-of-way safer, after having been brought into awareness of 
hazards. 
     He said the county can control the use of the right-of-way. 
     He gave an example. If CFEC placed poles every 10 feet in the community of 
Suwannee to make them more hurricane-wind resistant, then the County Commission 
would object and stop that. 
     If CFEC made every pole a 250-foot high concrete structure so that it would no longer 
need to trim trees in the community of Suwannee, then the County Commission would 
object and stop that. 
     “We (CFEC) serve (the members) in the right-of-way at your (County Commission) 
pleasure,” George said. 
     George said he is not at the meeting Thursday night to ask for anything. He just 
wanted to make a clear record of the CFEC stance on the county needing to take a 
stronger approach to safety in its right-of-way. 
     Commissioner Stephenson said he wanted to go on record to state his opinion that 
CFEC drew the County Commission into its suit against EB. This problem came from a 
fee that CFEC charged to the other utility to use its poles, Stephenson said he believed. 
     George said that rate is a valid amount accepted by other utilities, and the rate 
increase was before he started in his position at CFEC. 
     George added this rate equals $4,000 a year. 
     “So,” George said, “it wasn’t like it was an enormous sum that was being pushed 
upon…” 
     And then Stephenson interrupted George mid-sentence as the man attempted to 
respond to the criticism.’ 
     “Nevertheless,” Stephenson said, “that’s what started the problem.” 
     Meanwhile, one County Commission member levied a complaint against CFEC. 
     One independent contractor who clears right-of-way from tree overhangs that cause 
electrical danger is reportedly grinding the trees on the spot and leaving that mulch in 
the ditches. 
      County Commissioner Hatch said the county work crews are seeing this as a problem 
for drainage. Hatch does not see why CFEC cannot hire a contractor who grinds the 
mulch and shoots it into the back of another truck for transport to a place other than in 
the ditches. 
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     Hatch said he told the contractor in the field when he saw the mulch being shot into 
ditches. Hatch said he told the member of the CFEC Board of Trustees for this district. 
Hatch said George will be the fourth CFEC-related person he will have spoken with 
about this mulch problem of clogging ditches and contributing to flooding. 
     George said that hauling mulch create from grinding trees’ limbs would increase the 
expense of clearing right-of-way. 
     “I don’t care what the price is,” Hatch said. “The price of water in these houses is 
pretty high too.” 
     Chairman Story said he saw “a little old lady” having to rake up mulch and limb parts 
from her lawn after lines were cleared of branches by CFEC subcontractors. 
     Building Official Wright then brought the discussion back to CFEC versus EB. He said 
the lawsuit resulted in him having to appear in court three times. 
     Wright said the Florida Department of Business and Professional Regulation told him 
that he could not order EB to stop work in the right-of-way. 
     When George said he is just trying to prevent death or injury, and a subsequent 
lawsuit from that, Wright said the Building Department regularly issues permits for 
electricians and others who can become injured or killed while performing their jobs. 
     That ended that discussion. 
 

ELDER OPTIONS 
 

Elder Options Executive 
Director Kristen Griffis 
speaks to the County 
Commission about the many 
programs this group has to 
help senior citizens. 
 
     Gayle Ryan of Elder Options 
introduced Elder Options 
Executive Director Kristen Griffis. 
     The Mid-Florida Area Agency 
On Aging Inc, is doing business as 
Elder Options. The senior center at 
the Suwannee River Economic 
Resource Center in Cross City is 

closed due to the global COVID-19 pandemic Griffis said. 
     However Elder Options has many services, including a telephone number to call for 
assistance for senior citizens. Nor only is there an Elder Help Line, but there is an Elder 
Abuse reporting method available too. 
     Elder Options is the state-designated area agency on aging, the Aging & Disability 
Resource Center, and the Elder Helpline (1-800-262-2243). 
     For more information about the many, many services of Elder Options, including the 
Serving Health Insurance Needs of the Elderly (SHINE), visit this 
website https://agingresources.org/. 

https://agingresources.org/

