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Dixie County Chamber of Commerce 
shares success stories 
56th Annual Meeting shows reasons for celebration 

 
2021 Dixie 
County 
Chamber of 
Commerce 
President 
Andrew Rains 
points to a 
person in the 
audience 
Thursday 
afternoon 
(Jan. 
13).  Rains is 
co-president in 
2022 with 
Melanie 
Anderson. 
 
Story and Photos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Jan. 15, 2022 at 4:11 p.m. 
     CROSS CITY – Members and guests enjoyed the 56th Annual Meeting of the Dixie County 
Chamber of Commerce on Thursday afternoon (Jan. 13), as officers and board members were 
installed, a homemade lunch was enjoyed, a gentleman was recognized for his honorable work, 
and there were stories shared about success in Dixie County in 2021, despite adversity caused 
by the global COVID-19 pandemic. 

Dixie County 
Court Judge 
Jennifer J. 
Johnson 
(standing at 
right) 
administers 
the oath of 
office to the 
Dixie County 
Chamber of 
Commerce 
2022 

officers (from left) Co-President Andrew Rains, Treasurer Debbie Dembo, Vice 
President Debbie DeWeese, Co-President Melanie Anderson and Secretary Tina 
Keen. 
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Three of the four brand new members of the 2022 Dixie County Chamber of 
Commerce Board of Directors are seen here and they are (from left) George 
Hubac, Sheila Frierson and Tina Keen, who is the secretary to the Chamber as 
well. Karen VanAernam, another of the new Chamber Director members, arrived 
just after this photo was taken near the start of the meeting, and is not seen in the 
picture. Other Chamber Board of Directors in 2022 who are not new are Richard 
Balog, Cindy Bellot, John Cherry, Rebecca Fusco, Beverly Pivacek and Carol 
West. As officers, the other Chamber Board members include Co-President 
Melanie Anderson, Co-President Andrew Rains, Vice President Debbie DeWeese 
and Treasurer Debbie Dembo. 
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Terry Dembo, who will be 78 in May, accepts a plaque from Dixie County 
Chamber of Commerce President Andrew for Dembo’s service to Dixie County in 
the ‘Our Hero Flag Program.’ 
 
     The 2022 Dixie County Chamber of Commerce officers and board of directors are Co-
President Melanie Anderson, Co-President Andrew Rains, Vice President Debbie DeWeese, 
Treasurer Debbie Dembo and Secretary Tina Keen; and other directors George Hubac, Sheila 
Frierson, Karen VanAernam, Richard Balog, Cindy Bellot, John Cherry, Rebecca Fusco, 
Beverly Pivacek and Carol West. 
     Dixie County Court Judge Jennifer J. Johnson administers the oath of office to the Dixie 
County Chamber of Commerce 2022 officers.  
     Some of the members, including Carol West, Debbie Dembo and Melanie Anderson 
provided the lunch for the meeting. That included shepherd’s pie, a pineapple dish, green 
beans, cakes and cookies, as well as sweet tea to drink. 
     Terry Dembo introduced two new business owners who he asked to join and who joined the 
Chamber. 
     There was some discussion about the planned Eighth Annual Dixie County Chamber of 
Commerce Expo and Fly-In scheduled for April 2 at the Cross City Airport. Jeff Carey is in 
charge of trying to round up enough volunteers to help set up the day before, serve the 3,000-
plus visitors and many vendors, as well as the takedown operations on April 3. 
     Terry Dembo received a plaque he earned for a project where he and his wife Debbie have 
been involved from the outset. Since the start of the “Our Hero Flag Program,” the posting of 
American flags and crosses to honor living military service veterans and to memorialize those 
who have passed away has grown. 
     The current count of those flags posted on the east side of a very long stretch of U.S. 
Highway 19 through Cross City for a period of time around and including Veterans Day and 
Memorial Day is now at 481 flags. 
     Terry Dembo, who plans to celebrate his 78th birthday in May, is stepping back a little bit 
from building every structure and painting or repainting every one of them too. Meanwhile, 
several other people help plant and later remove the crosses and flags, and a business owner 
stores all of them as a free donation to the Chamber. 
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     Another positive aspect about the Dixie County Chamber of Commerce meeting on Jan. 13 
was the sharing of highlights from 2021. Dixie County Manager Duane Cannon shared his 
perspective in that regard. 
     By the way, in addition to County Court Judge Johnson, other Dixie County elected officials 
at the meeting were County Commissioner Mark Hatch and Property Appraiser Robbie Lee. 
     As County Manager Cannon started, he mentioned that the big flood of the year was not 
positive, but it brought some positive reaction from the county government and from 
volunteers who helped their neighbors. 
     There were about 150 residential structures where inhabitants had to vacate as a result of 
the 2021 flood in Dixie County, Cannon said.  
     As a result, the Dixie County Board of County Commissioners have developed a Stormwater 
Task Force, Cannon said. Cleaning drainage ditches is part of the program to help the future. 
     Beyond that there are five major arterial canals coming from Mallory Swamp to the north of 
Dixie County, Cannon said. Maintenance of those canals for proper drainage is problematic 
because some of canals’ path travels through privately owned land. 
     Cannon shared that the County Commission is working with the Dixie County Sheriff’s 
Office to make the County Courthouse more secure by limiting access into the structure to one 
entrance. This will help assure safety for county employees, as well as residents and visitors of 
Dixie County who visit that courthouse, he said. 
     Another positive project is the improvement to the Dixie County Jail roof, where the 9-1-1 
dispatch is located. By stopping the inbound rain through the leaking roof, Cannon said, that 
helps assure dispatch services can continue from there. 
     Another person who shared good news from Dixie County was Dixie County School District 
Curriculum Director Tracy Lee. She was speaking on behalf of Dixie County Superintendent of 
Schools Mike Thomas who was absent due to illness. 
     Lee said the teachers from across the district are striving to overcome the learning loss 
caused by the global COVID-19 pandemic.  
     In other school news, Anderson Elementary is preparing for Literacy Week Jan. 24 through 
Jan. 28, Lee said.  
     Claire Horsley is a fourth grade teacher at this school, Lee said. 
     “She’s like super bubbly, energetic,” Lee said. “She’s just one of my favorite people that work 
in this district.” 
     The director of curriculum said Horsley creates lesson plans that help the children enjoy 
learning. Likewise, Lee continued, this teacher helps parents understand the importance of 
literacy and reading. 
     Old Town Elementary School attained an extremely high standing in the academic 
community, Lee said. 
     The East Coast Technical Assistance Center (ECTAC) pours over data from every one of the 
more than 3,200 Title One schools in Florida, Lee said. Based on data requirements being met, 
ECTAC narrowed the list to 1,895 schools that met a certain level of data requirements, Lee 
said. 
     After site visits and interviews with teachers and students after looking at the stringent data 
requirements, Lee said, ECTAC determined Old Town Elementary School was one of only 26 
schools in Florida that earned the ECTAC Exceeding Expectations Award. 

 



Hardisonink.com 
 

Old Town Elementary School met 100 percent of the 
requirements to earn the ECTAC Exceeding Expectations Award. 
Of the 3,200-plus schools, only 26 in Florida earned this award. 
-- Dixie County Curriculum Director Tracy Lee 
  

 

 
     “I am so proud of that school and that staff for those reasons,” Lee said. 
     Ruth Rains Middle School and Dixie County High School both succeeded in significant 
transitions this year, Lee said. Fifth grade was moved to middle school and eighth grade went 
to the high school. 
     This change in student population, Lee said, caused revisions in curriculum, lunches, 
teacher certification requirements and other aspects of school life. 
     Everything is working well now, Lee said, thanks to both schools’ administrations and 
faculty working and planning during the summer beforehand and considering almost every 
conceivable issue. 
     And while almost every probable problem was considered, some unknown issues appeared, 
but every obstacle was overcome, Lee added. 
     Lee concluded her presentation by sharing with everyone that Dixie County Superintendent 
of Schools Thomas is a humble man, who considers what staff members have to say about 
planning, strategy, the decision-making process and more. 
     Superintendent of Schools Thomas, Lee said, respects workers for their knowledge and 
experience. He takes that, she continued, and he trusts the people to do their jobs. 
Subsequently, people meet or exceed expectations, and this is why the district is rated as an “A” 
school district in Florida. 
     Another set of positive news from 2021 in Dixie County resulted from the Cross City Restore 
and Renew Project. This is a grassroots community effort that started in November, Karen 
VanAernam, a leader in that program said. 
     The Turkey Trot fundraiser for the group raised close to $14,000 for this effort to improve 
the downtown Cross City community, VanAernam said. 
     The Cross City Restore and Renew Project partnered with the Dixie County Anti-Drug 
Coalition, and cleaned and decorated, especially for Christmas. 
     Among the next projects is landscaping and flagpole improvements in front of the United 
States Post Office in Cross City, she said. 
     The next meeting of the Dixie County Chamber of Commerce is set for Feb. 10 at noon in the 
Dixie County Library in Cross City. 


