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3-2 vote keeps police chief terminated from the job 
Lawyer contends mayor’s action is improper 

 
Attorney G. Ware Cornell Jr. (right), representing former Cedar Key Police Chief Virgil 
Sandlin, speaks with Cedar Key City Attorney Norm Fugate (red tie) immediately after 
the City Commission vote 3-2 to reject Sandlin’s appeal of him being fired by Cedar Key 
Mayor Heath Davis 
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     CEDAR KEY -- A 3-2 vote cast on Tuesday night (March 15) against Cedar Key Police Chief Virgil 
Sandlin’s request of the Cedar Key City Commission to overturn Mayor Heath Davis’ termination of 
the chief’s employment with the city means the mayor’s ruling holds. 

 “Mr. Mayor, I know you have the right under a strong mayor form of 
government to fire city officials. You do not have the right, because of 
the preemptive effect of the Law Enforcement Bill of Rights to fire the 
chief of police.” 
     -- Attorney G. Ware Cornell Jr. 
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Attorney G. Ware 
Cornell Jr. (in the 
coat and tie) and 
his client former 
Cedar Key Police 
Chief Virgil 
Sandlin, stand at 
the podium to 
address the Cedar 
Key City 
Commission. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Cedar Key City Commission conducts business in the Cedar Key Community Center 
on Tuesday night (March 15) to accommodate the crowd, which filled every seat and 
stood along the walls. They are (from left) City Commissioner Jim Wortham, City 
Commissioner Susan Rosenthal, Mayor Heath Davis, City Commissioner Nancy Sera 
and Vice Mayor Sue Colson. 
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Cedar Key Mayor Heath Davis tells the people he had a difficult action to take. Like 
everyone else, he loves Virgil Sandlin, but as the mayor of the city, Davis felt he had to 
take the action he took for the safety of everyone in the city.  
 

 
Mike Davis tells people that he concurs with his son Mayor Heath Davis.  
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ChaRue Sandlin, wife of Chief Virgil Sandlin for 30-plus years, lets people know her 
husband loves Cedar Key, and she see this action by Mayor Heath Davis against her 
husband as being untenable.  
 

 
Interim Cedar Key Police Chief Edwin Jenkins sits at a table in the Cedar Key 
Community Center before the meeting. He was working part-time for the CKPD before 
being called into service at the interim chief. The city has applications from people who 
want to be the next police chief, Mayor Heath Davis said Tuesday night. 
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     Attorney G. Ware Cornell Jr., representing Sandlin, presented an argument early-on in the hour-
plus long hearing, however, which on its face shows Cornell and Cedar Key Attorney Norm D. Fugate 
at opposing ends of an employment issue. Among Cornell’s specialties in the practice of law is 
employment law. 
     Voting to uphold the mayor’s firing of Police Chief Sandlin were Mayor Davis, Vice Mayor Sue 
Colson and City Commissioner Nancy Sera. Voting in the minority to overturn Davis’ firing of Sandlin 
were City Commissioner Jim Wortham and City Commissioner Susan Rosenthal. 
     From start to finish, Vice Mayor Colson was the most ardent supporter of the mayor’s action.  
     Mayor Davis opened this part of the regular City Commission meeting after first receiving 
consensus from the other Commission members to move this item up on the agenda of the night. 
     After Davis spoke, Attorney Cornell spoke on behalf of his client. Then, the mayor shared his 
reasons for firing Sandlin. 
     Then the floodgates opened for commentary from the audience, including from ChaRue Sandlin, 
the ousted police chief’s wife, and from Mike Davis, the mayor’s father, and a cousin of ChaRue 
Sandlin. 
     Scores of people shared heartfelt feelings and anecdotes from their encounters with Sandlin, a 
Florida certified law enforcement officer who has about 45 years in the profession, including about 14 
years with the Cedar Key Police Department, where he replaced former Cedar Key Police Chief the 
late Vernon Eugene “Bubba” Castell (1924-2017). 
     All of the stories showed Sandlin as being warmhearted, caring for his fellow humans, loving the 
city and the people of Cedar Key, and consistently going beyond the call of duty. 
     As he opened statements supporting a contention that Sandlin still remains as the police chief of 
Cedar Key, Attorney Cornell mentioned that he is Sandlin’s next-door-neighbor, but he also is an 
attorney from south Florida. 
     A writ known as quo warranto, Latin for "by what warrant (or authority)?" is from common law, 
Cornell said. This writ is most often used to challenge a person's right to hold a public or corporate 
office. 
     In this instance, Cornell said, with Chief Sandlin being a sworn law enforcement officer, there are 
absolute and strict guidelines for action related to his being disciplined in an employment-related 
charge. 
     The attorney said Florida Statute 112.532 provides exact language regarding law enforcement 
officers’ and correctional officers’ rights. 
     The first part of that law notes “Whenever a law enforcement officer or correctional officer is under 
investigation and subject to interrogation by members of his or her agency for any reason that could 
lead to disciplinary action, suspension, demotion, or dismissal, the interrogation must be conducted 
under the following conditions:” and then it lists eight specific conditions. And there is much more in 
that law. 
     Cornell said the mayor’s dismissal from employment of the police chief showed that “none of that 
happened here” in regard to the city leader following the statute for disciplinary action against the 
police chief. 
     “The officer must be given notice,” Cornell said. “He was not. It must be kept confidential. It was 
not.” 
     When the attorney said that it must be kept confidential, many people in the audience laughed. 
     The attorney said the law provides civil remedies against those who violate confidentiality.  
     “I know Mr. Fugate knows this law,” Cornell said, “because it has been applied to police officers 
being dismissed from the (Cedar Key Police) Department during the almost 14 years that Chief 
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Sandlin has been in office.” 
     Cornell then cited a case to show the Florida Supreme Court has ruled this law must be followed. In 
another case, Cornell said, the High Court of Florida ruled this law is “unambiguous and without 
qualification,” meaning there is no doubt about its intent, nor is there any loophole to avoid it. 
     “Mr. Mayor,” Cornell said, “I know you have the right under a strong mayor form of government to 
fire city officials. You do not have the right, because of the preemptive effect of the Law Enforcement 
Bill of Rights to fire the chief of police.” 
     For Mayor Davis to fire Police Chief Sandlin, attorney Cornell explained, the mayor must follow the 
process specified in the Florida Statutes. 
     “At best today, he stands suspended,” Cornell said. “And there is no appeal (to the termination 
from employment) because this meeting (of the Cedar Key City Commission to consider Sandlin’s 
appeal of Davis’ action) does not follow any of the procedures set forth by the (Florida) Legislature.” 
     Chief Sandlin thanked everyone for coming to the Cedar Key Community Center to hear this 
matter. The chief concurs with his attorney. 
     Mayor Davis then spoke. It was as if he did not hear the position taken by the well-versed 
employment attorney. 
     He thanked everyone for coming to this City Commission meeting.  
     “I want to thank you because it shows you care a lot about this community,” Mayor Davis said. “It 
shows you care about Virgil and all the employees out here in Cedar Key.” 
     The mayor said the tough decision he made created a division in the town, and that is not what he 
wanted to see happen.  
     Mayor Davis shared with listeners that the City Commission collaborated with employees and 
consultants to improve operations in the city. He said the goal to work better together as a staff and 
Commission showed progress. 
     Research showed a breakdown between department heads and staff members, the mayor said. The 
city as a whole worked to fix that problem, he said. The Police Department needed more work, he 
said. 
     The City Commission created a personnel committee to assure communication went between the 
department heads, the elected commissioners and the employees, the mayor said. 
     The Police Department struggled with communication until only Chief Sandlin and CKPD Lt. Cody 
Wetherington were full-time officers on duty, the mayor said. There were other part-time employees, 
the mayor said. 
     There were investigations by Fugate and by outside counsel of officers and of the chief, the mayor 
said. That may be what led Sandlin to announce in October that he planned to retire on May 11, Mayor 
Davis said. 
     The mayor said the city advertised for a new police chief and has received applications. Sandlin has 
helped in the pre-transition period, too, Davis said. 
     The officers of the CKPD began working on a rotating schedule, Davis said, which meant every 
officer took turns being on duty.  
     On Feb. 25 and 26, Chief Sandlin was to be on duty, but he was sick. He let the Levy County 
Sheriff’s Office dispatch know so that it could send a deputy if needed. 
     There was an incident on Dock Street. The LCSO sent support and Levy County Public Safety sent 
the needed ambulance. 
     The mayor appears to have felt that Sandlin should have told another CKPD officer to be on duty, 
and Sandlin should have informed the mayor of his necessary absence due to illness. 
     The mayor viewed the police chief’s absence from duty as him abandoning his post, although the 
city was covered by the LCSO for law enforcement. 
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     There were testimonials galore reflecting Sandlin’s great care for his profession and for people. 
     ChaRue Sandlin, his wife of 30-plus years, said this action by Mayor Davis cut her husband to the 
core and hurt him more than anything in his almost 45 years as a law enforcement officer, including 
when he was on the Florida Highway Patrol. 
     During his time at the podium Michael J. Day, a lawyer in Cedar Key, said he recalls when Chief 
Castell was fired, and he suggested Sandlin for the job as chief. Day sad he defended two police 
officers who were terminated from employment. He said there is a progressive disciplinary process, 
and that perhaps Sandlin should have been suspended. 
     Day said if the City Commission upholds this termination, he thinks it will keep at least a couple of 
attorneys happy – intimating that civil circuit court action may be on the horizon. 
     During his turn at the podium, Mike Davis, the mayor’s father, said this is not a matter that can be 
“tried in the court of public opinion.” 
     After Mike Davis spoke, and he mentioned that he felt he should stick up for his son, Mayor Davis 
told people that if they noticed him shaking his head “No” it was not to deny any comments but was 
instead to indicate to his father that he preferred him to not speak. 
     Clay Childers spoke near the end of the long parade of pro-Sandlin speakers. He was critical of 
Cedar Key Attorney Fugate for not requiring the mayor to follow the law regarding police officers’ 
rights of employment in Florida. 
     The overwhelming majority of people speaking shared their opinion that the City Commission 
should reverse the mayor’s firing of the police chief. At least two people mentioned they vote in 
municipal elections. 
     There were some cat calls and yelling at a couple of points, but overall, that part of the regular 
Cedar Key City Commission meeting was orderly. 


