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Floodgates of developmental woes open on Dixie 

County  
Mainline improvement likely 

 
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge Manager Andrew Gude, of the United States 

Fish and Wildlife Service, speaks with the Dixie County Commission about the Dixie 

Mainline. That long road through the refuge may be raised in height and there may be 

several culverts added to increase water flow from the national wildlife refuge to the Gulf 

of Mexico. 
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     OLD TOWN – A freak accident on May 11 in Dixie County became a focal point to explain the 

logjam of work in the Dixie County Building and Zoning Department that has been happening and is 

anticipated for some time to come.     There are significant delays expected in development of buildings 

in this rural Florida county due to an employee suffering critical injuries. 

     Mike Jones was the building inspector who used to perform this duty daily, Dixie County Building 

Official Leon Wright told the five-member Dixie County Board of County Commissioners during the 

commission’s regular twice-monthly meeting on Thursday night (May 19). 

     Jones was the answer to problems Wright faced about a year ago, when the building official had 

searched for a qualified, licensed building inspector to replace the inspector who left the job previously. 

Information shared during the first hour at the public meeting Thursday night showed stark truths, 

reflecting a critical need for qualified professionals in the construction profession in Florida, as well as 

the mirroring the sordid underbelly of uninformed people making rude comments on social media. 

     The printed agenda for the meeting showed indicators of the potential items of discussion, as well as 

possible actions and scheduled presenters for the night. As always, though, the best way to see what 

those five men who are elected to serve the residents and visitors of Dixie County are doing is to attend 
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the twice-monthly regular meeting. 

     Members of the Dixie County Commission create policy, create local laws and budget tax revenue to 

perform their public service for people within the four corners of the county. 

     At least four people showed up at the Dixie County Courthouse in Cross City for the meeting. At least 

two of them were there because the special exception they sought from zoning laws resulted in a sign 

being posted on their property with the date, time and place for this meeting to be at the normal Dixie 

County Commission meeting room in the courthouse. 

     That posted notice did not mention the potential for the County Commission to meet in the Dixie 

County School Board Meeting Room, although that room has been used often by the commissioners 

thanks to cooperation from the School Board. 

     The sign posted on property was the extent of the notice they received regarding their request for a 

special exception from how property they own is currently zoned. 

Building Inspector Needed 

     All five county commissioners said Thursday night they will field complaints from property owners, 

developers and builders due to a slowdown in processing of building permits and inspections in Dixie 

County. 

     Dixie County Building Official Wright said there were zero building inspections completed during the 

week just passed. 

     “They changed the diagnosis of (Dixie County Building Inspector) Mike (Jones),” Wright said. “He 

will not be coming home to us.” 

     Wright said the freak accident on May 11 that caused Jones to be hospitalized from critical injuries. 

Jones’ absence led Wright to start looking for help. Dixie County is in a record-breaking year for people 

seeking building permits, Wright said. 

     Last year when the previous building inspector left, Wright said, it created a dire scenario like this 

year as far as getting inspections completed. However, Wright cannot do this year what he did last year 

when there was a shortage of building inspectors in the Dixie County Building Department. 

     “I put in almost 300 hours in two and a half months extra (before Jones was hired),” Wright said. ‘I 

don’t feel that’s my burden to bear this time. I can’t do it.” 

     Wright said prices for independent contractors or businesses with qualified building inspectors are in 

the $850-a-day to $1,000-a-day range for an eight-hour day of building inspections. 

     Through a mutual aid agreement with Lafayette County, Wright said, the fee is $40-an-hour for that 

inspector as well as a per-mile fee for using that county’s truck. If Dixie County agrees to that, Wright 

said, then Lafayette County can provide that service – however, it can be for only one day per week. 

     Wright said Dixie County is in a bad situation with its building department. He asked everyone to 

pray for Mike Jones’ family. 

     Wright said that in the week starting May 23, he will be conducting inspections himself, as well as 

trying to complete as much required paperwork as possible. 

     “There’s going to be calls,” Wright said. “There’s going to be complaints.” 

     Wright went to FEMA Flood Plain Management classes this past week to continue his education to 

retain his flood license. He returned for the Thursday night twice-monthly County Commission 

meeting.  

     Wright said he intends to advertise for a building inspector. The city of Lake City is advertising for a 

building inspector, he said, and that city pays its building inspector more than Wright is paid as the 

county building official in Dixie County. There is competition for building inspectors in Florida because 

the pool of qualified professionals is small in comparison with demand, 

     Wright said Jones was an extremely good building inspector, who had been a licensed electrician 

since 1996. Jones had completed the years or experience and the many other requirements to become 
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certified as an inspector. He misses his colleague. 

     “I enjoyed having him there,” Wright said. “It was a freak accident. And you see a lot of people 

getting on Facebook making statements they knew nothing about – a lot of rude statements that had 

nothing to do with the accident. 

     “The man was on a piece of private property doing an inspection,” Wright continued. “He was in a 

vehicle and a tree fell on him.” 

     Wright said he knows that everyone who responded to the accident did everything they could to save 

the man’s life. 

     “Mike won’t be coming back to us,” Wright said. 

     The County Commission members who spoke told Wright to not overwork himself like he did before 

he found the building inspector who was recently critically injured on the job. Commissioners intimated 

that they trust Wright’s decisions on how to best manage the Dixie County Building and Zoning 

Department within the bounds that have come to exist with the available workforce. 

Code Enforcement Leeway 

     Dixie County Code Enforcement Officer Steve Fremen, who is also the Dixie County Veterans Service 

Officer, sought guidance from the County Commission. 

     This county just started having a code enforcement officer about a year ago. Fremen asked about 

squatters. There are people who are putting up RVs and other living quarters on vacant land that does 

not belong to them. Among the violations people like this are doing in Dixie County, Levy County and 

elsewhere is to bury a 50-gallon drum and use it for a septic tank. 

     Tax-paying landowners near some squatters have complained about gasoline-powered generators 

constantly running. 

     This problem is not unique to Dixie County. Levy County and other rural parts of Florida are seeing 

an influx of people “getting off the grid” or just doing what they can to survive due to economic 

hardship, while not heeding federal, state, county or municipal laws related to health, zoning or 

anything else. 

     Meanwhile, one subset of squatters may see zero enforcement in Dixie County, as best as can be 

determined from what was said Thursday night. 

     Family members who tuck their RV out of site near their relatives’ homes or mobile homes may not 

be cited. 

     County Commission Chairman Jamie Storey said if his family members were in a predicament and 

needed a place to park their RV, he would violate the zoning and building codes. 

     “If one of my young-uns is in a bad way,” Chairman Storey said, “I have a camper. I am going to plug 

it in at my house. Y’all can take me to court. I’m going to provide for my family.” 

     Another problem mentioned that night was that if a squatter is uprooted by law enforcement helping 

the county zoning officials, then the zoning law violator will simply drive to another place and setup a 

new campsite. 

     Dixie County Building Official Wright warned the County Commission that if it starts choosing some 

set of people who are not having to abide by the zoning laws, because they are family members, then 

that creates “a slippery slope,” where another person is going to ask why they cannot do the very same 

thing. 

     “Don’t get me wrong,” Wright said. “It’s no secret. I don’t want campers sitting around my house for 

obvious reasons. I didn’t build my house to have campers sitting right next to it.” 

     Wright said there is not enough staff right now in the Dixie County Building and Zoning Department 

to enforce the zoning laws that reduce squatters. 
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Dixie Mainline Improvements 

 
Charlene Stroehlen, an engineer at Wood Environment & Infrastructures Solutions Inc. 

of Newberry, tells the County Commission about a plan for raising the level of Dixie 

Mainline and adding several culverts to increase the flow of water from the Lower 

Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge to go toward the Gulf of Mexico. 

 

     A ray of sunshine and hope shone in the meeting that included some dismal news regarding building 

development, and regarding a man who was critically injured due to a freak accident. 

     Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge Manager Andrew Gude, of the United States Fish and 

Wildlife Service, and Charlene Stroehlen, an engineer at Wood Environment & Infrastructures 

Solutions Inc. of Newberry, spoke to the County Commission about a proposal to raise the grade (level) 

of the Dixie Mainline, which is a road that runs through the refuge between the community of 

Suwannee and Horseshoe Beach. 

     Gude said that by raising this roadway, which is also called a trail by some people, and adding several 

culverts – that will allow more water to flow off of the wildlife refuge to go to the Gulf of Mexico. Not 

only will this help reduce some of the flooding in Dixie County, but it will help the oyster, crab, clam 

and fishing interests, Gude said. 

     This proposal, he added, will reduce the expenditure of more money on that road maintenance, and 

this maintenance cost is shared by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service and the taxpayers of 

Dixie County. 

     Constructed as a tramway in the 1920s for a narrow-gauge railroad to remove massive cypress logs 

from the heart of the swamp there, the Dixie Mainline Trail is a remote rural route in Dixie County. 

Along the swampy coastline of Dixie County, it traverses through part of the Dixie County section of the 

Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge. 

     About five years ago, Gude said, The Florida Technical Innovation Group provided the National 

Wildlife Refuge with money that had been generated from partial settlement from the BP Deepwater 
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Horizon Oil Spill. 

     Wood Environment & Infrastructures Solutions Inc., which has an office listed in Newberry, 

conducted a hydrological engineering study, Gude said, to develop methods for moving water 

underneath the “levy” that was created by the Dixie Mainline’ creation in the swamp. 

     That levy, Gude said, retains the water upstream from the Gulf. Gude mentioned the hydrological 

study by Wood Environment & Infrastructures Solutions Inc. was for 168,000 acres of the study in the 

Dixie County area of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge. The improvement to the Dixie 

Mainline is the singular project for TIG funding. 

     The whole refuge study included about 293,000 acres for both counties. 

     There were no hydrological issues mentioned in the Levy County part of the Lower Suwannee 

National Wildlife Refuge.   

     The current structure of that long road includes four bridges and two culverts that are “not nearly 

sufficient” to allow the proper flow of freshwater from storms to get to the Gulf of Mexico after landing 

on the national wildlife refuge in Dixie County, Gude said. 

     Adding height to the road and installing several more culverts is the plan that Wood Environment & 

Infrastructures Solutions Inc. created for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

     The County Commission endorsed moving forward with this development and improvement of the 

Dixie Mainline. 

     Commissioner Jody Stephenson said he will help Gude contact the regional manager of the 

governor’s office to see about the state helping to fund this project. 

     Under the agreement with Transocean, the Florida Technology Innovation Group (TIG) was formed. 

     Gude said he will contact TIG, and the Suwannee River Water Management District with the plan for 

improving water flow from the National Wildlife Refuge to the Gulf of Mexico by revising the Dixie 

Mainline. 

     Former U.S. Sen. Bill Nelson, D-Fla., coauthored the RESTORE Act, which directs the lion's share of 

civil fines collected as a result of the spill directly back to Gulf Coast communities for environmental 

and economic restoration. 

     Nowadays, Nelson, who is also a former astronaut, is the administrator of the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration. 

     As for the step-by-step process Gude spoke to the County Commission about on Thursday, he will go 

to TIG and the SRWMD to show those agencies the study of water flow, and what is proposed now as a 

method to improve that flow of freshwater to go toward the Gulf of Mexico. 

     Gude said the initial estimated cost for this work on the Dixie Mainline was $5 million to $6 million, 

but he believes “it is going to be a lot more” as a result of inflation and construction material costs, and 

labor costs, increasing in the past few years. 

Public Hearings 

     Of the four public hearings scheduled, two resulted in special exceptions to zoning regulations being 

approved. 

     One special exception was denied. 

     The request for another special exception was tabled because the applicant reportedly planned to 

withdraw the request. 

 



HardisonInk.com 

 
Margaret Corbin stands at the podium to tell the Dixie County Commission why she 

objects to the request from Andy Hester (standing to the right) to establish campgrounds 

in an environmentally sensitive area. 

 

 
Norm Strickland stands at the podium to tell the Dixie County Commission why she 

objects to the request from Andy Hester (standing to the right) to establish four 

campgrounds in an environmentally sensitive area. 

 

     The Dixie County Commission granted a petition by Matthew Knight for a special exception for one 
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recreational vehicle in an environmentally sensitive area zoning district at 55 S.E. 373rd St., Old Town.  

     The Dixie County Commission granted a petition by Jerome and Jaqueline Hammond for a special 

exception for one recreational vehicle in an environmentally sensitive area zoning district at 9685 S.E. 

500th Ave., Old Town. 

     A request by Michelle Fleming for a special exception to be granted, to establish four campgrounds of 

less than 100 campsites in an environmentally sensitive area zoning district at 6079 N.E. Highway 349, 

Old Town, was tabled by the Dixie County Commission. Fleming reportedly planned to withdraw her 

petition. 

     The public hearing that brought the most outcry from the community was from a petition brought by 

Andy Hester, Socko LLC. 

     Hester requested a special exception to be granted in an environmentally sensitive area zoning 

district for four campsites at 34 S.W. 911th St., Steinhatchee. 

     Residents from the area said they already must suffer from too high of a density of population in that 

area. There are two condominiums and a bar, as well as residents who have lived there for 50 years, one 

complainant said. 

     Allowing campers there will bring in more RVs, boats, trailers, golfcarts, ATVs and other vehicles. 

This property is not zoned for campsites, and they object to the County Commission granting this 

special exception. 

     “It’s too congested,” Margaret Corbin said. “You’ve got the boat ramp. And you’ve got not even a 

quarter of a mile of land to put it (the proposed campsites) on. It’s too much down there to add 

campsites.” 

     Corbin said that while not everyone who objects to this request showed up Thursday night, the 

neighborhood can bring in a crowd of people if the County Commission needs to see that 

     There was discussion about flooding in the area, but after more discussion the County Commission 

seemed to understand the majority of people in that area did not want this exception to existing zoning 

to be allowed. 

     A motion to table consideration of the matter was made by County Commissioner James Valentine 

and that was seconded by County Commissioner Jody Stephenson. That motion failed. 

     A motion to deny the special exception was made by County Commissioner Mark Hatch, seconded by 

Commission Vice Chairman W.C. Mills, and received a unanimous vote of 5-0. 

     Before seconding Hatch’s motion, Mills said he had received several telephone calls from people 

asking him not to vote to approve this special exception. 


