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4-1 Vote leads to zoning change in Jena 
Dixie County destined for growth 

 
Dixie County Sheriff’s Office Sgt. N. Greene sits at the meeting to provide 
security from Dixie County Sheriff Darby Butler. This meeting was in the 
big multi-purpose dining room in Old Town that belongs to the Dixie 
County School Board.  
 
 
Story and Photos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © June 3, 2022 at 10:12 p.m. 
     DIXIE COUNTY – Often agreeing on everything, the five members of the Dixie 
County Board of County Commissioners on Thursday morning (June 2) did see a 4-1 
split vote. 
     This happened after a lengthy discussion about taxes, zoning, development, and other 
matters with one side of the disagreement being a desire to slow growth and the other 
side being to move forward now. 
     On a motion by Dixie County Commissioner James Valentine, seconded by County 
Commissioner Mark Hatch, there was a 4-1 vote to approve an application to amend the 
Official Zoning Atlas of the Land Development Regulations. 
     This action during the public hearing and the subsequent resolutions by the Dixie 
County Commission via the same 4-1 votes, essentially changes zoning for slightly more 
than 10 acres so that there can be four houses built on one acre rather than the current 
zoning that allows two houses to be built on one acre. 
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Dixie County Emergency Services Chief Darian Brown tells the County 
Commission Thursday (June 2) about Station 51 in Jena having a Florida 
Forestry Service tractor parked there. This is approved because of the 
cooperative agreement between the two sets of firefighters. This location 
helps the effort for wildland fires in Dixie and Taylor counties, Chief Brown 
said. The chief also spoke about new firefighters in Dixie County. 

 
Dixie County Emergency Services Chief Scott Garner, who is in charge of 
Dixie County Emergency Management, gave the County Commission the 
latest news as of Thursday morning concerning the potential for a tropical 
storm in the Gulf of Mexico forming and heading toward Florida. 
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     Voting in favor of the Valentine-Hatch motion, in addition to those two county 
commissioners were Commission Chairman Jamie Storey and County Commissioner 
Jody Stephenson. 
     Dixie County Commission Vice Chairman W.C. Mills voted against the motion to 
approve the zoning change, and the subsequent resolutions. 
     Achieving the zoning change on those 10 acres in the Jena area of Dixie County is 
Salty Souls Holding LLC. 
 
 
 

 

County Commissioner 
Mark Hatch (left) 
speaks with Dixie 
County Manager 
Duane Cannon before 
the start of the 
meeting. 
 
 
 

 

 

County 
Commission 
Chairman 
Jamie Storey 
looks at 
vouchers 
before the start 
of the meeting. 
All five County 
Commission 
members 
reviewed them 
and approved 
the ones 
submitted at 
that meeting by 
a 5-0 vote. 
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Dixie County Commissioner W.C. Mills sits ready for the meeting Thursday 
morning. Mills said he is not seeking reelection. 
 

 
Dixie County Commissioner James Valentine, the most soft-spoken of the 
five men on the commission now, sits ready for the meeting Thursday. 
 



HardisonInk.com 
 
Dixie County 
Commissioner 
Jody Stephenson 
greets a 
journalist as 
Building Official 
Leon Wright and 
County 
Commissioner 
W.C. Mills 
converse before 
the start of the 
meeting. 
 
 
 

Building 
Official Leon 
Wright 
speaks to 
four County 
Commission 
members 
before the 
start of the 
meeting. 
During the 
meeting, 
Wright let 
everyone 
know the 
building 
inspector 
who was hit 
by a large tree while he was working has died. Commissioners agree to pay 
$100 each for a $500 bid on one cake, and then to return that cake to the 
family. County Commissioner Hatch said he intends to buy one cake on his 
own in this fundraiser. It was from his encouragement that all of the 
commissioners agreed to donate to the grieving family. During the meeting, 
Wright said the department is not missing any deadlines for inspections or 
permit issuance. He said he has found temporary help, and is advertising 
for a new building inspector. 
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Dixie County Attorney M. Michael O’Steen (left) and County Commissioner 
James Valentine listen to people speaking against awarding a developer the 
request he has made to the county’s leaders. The clock above them shows it 
is about 4 O’clock. That clock needs new batteries. Dixie County 
Commission Chairman Storey said it is up to the Dixie County School Board 
to replace those batteries, because this is that government entity’s 
responsibility as far as building maintenance of that structure. 
 
     Kimberly L. Sikes and William E. Sikes run that company, according to records. 
Joining William Sikes at the podium Thursday (June 2) were his colleague Clay Spivey 
and consulting engineer Fred C. Odom, P.E., of Steinhatchee. 
     This potential future development is currently named Isles At River’s Edge. It shows 
28 houses and two commercial areas of 3,200 square-feet each. While developer Sikes 
and engineer Odom provided graphic representations of this, the process Thursday was 
only a zoning change. Later preliminary and final site plans must be approved before 
shovels break ground. 
     Sikes said he may choose to reduce the number of houses from 28 houses to some 
lower number. 
     The houses and retail outlets, Sikes said, will provide jobs as well as increase the 
Dixie County ad valorem tax base of property. 
     While this amendment is for 10 acres, only eight acres are being developed, Sikes 
said, there are two acres-plus being donated to the State of Florida to preserve the 
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wetlands adjoining the property to be developed. 
     As engineer Odom spoke about the potential future development, he told the County 
Commission that he considers it unique to the general area. The 28 lots for homes, boat 
slips, two commercial areas and a covered dock pavilion are all part of the plan as of 
Thursday night. One option he mentioned in the development of the property is to 
improve the boat landing the county owns there now. 
     The developers intend, Odom said, to offer two viewing areas for the general public to 
enjoy the pristine native wetlands, which are slated for preservation. 
     “I’ve done a lot of work for developers all over the world,” Odom said. “Here I am in 
Jena-Steinhatchee working with a new, young developer that really has opened my eyes; 
because so many times we have developers that don’t want to spend money for this, or 
they don’t want to spend money for that. 
     “William (Sikes) hasn’t been that way,” Odom continued. “He encouraged me to put 
in amenities for the public to enjoy, other and above what is expected. It’s been a 
pleasure working with him.” 
     At a few points during the discussion about this zoning change, Building Official 
Wright confirmed that the future land use map shows this part of Jena will allow four 
residential structures per acre, rather than the two per acre allowed now. 
     Wright reminded the County Commission, too, that while they may see drafts of what 
could exist, the only thing they were approving was the zoning change to allow more 
density. 
     Mills, the lone dissenter, said he is not opposed to growth in Dixie County. However, 
he has seen the petition with 160 names on it. Mills said that while not all of those 
people may have voted for him, he represents all of the people in Dixie County. When 
that many Jena area residents are opposed to something, Mills said he feels he must 
serve as their representative and vote against allowing the change. 
     Commissioner Stephenson, before the vote, said he is inclined to allow it because he 
sees there are several parcels with this density of population in the Jena area now. 
Stephenson said that since there is sewer and water service, a higher density of 
development is possible – in contrast with some part of rural Dixie County where septic 
tanks and well are used. 
     Stephenson said that he sees it to be only fair to allow a person to have a density 
equal to what most of the surrounding property is. He sees in Jena people with a quarter 
acre or less as having a residence on that land.  
     Commission Chairman Storey, before he would say whether he would vote to approve 
or reject the request, let the listeners know what he thinks. 
     Storey sees county Manager Duane Cannon as having to find $600,000 to $700,000 
just for employees’ annual salaries next year. The commission chairman said he could 
vote to raise taxes, but he does not want to do that. 
     The need to give employees more money next year, Storey said, is a dilemma for 
every business. McDonald’s can raise its hamburger prices, he said. 
     Some small business owners are seeing tougher options that they have to take, he 
added, such as to reduce their workforce. 
     Storey said there is no room to reduce Dixie County employees because there are not 
enough workers right now. 
     By increasing the tax roll through valuable pieces of property, which will help the 
county have the revenue it needs to provide services to the people. 
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     Chairman Storey cut to the bone with his next statements. 
     He said the voters can change all five county commissioners in the coming years and 
it will not change the need for revenue to provide county services. He mentioned that 
Commissioner Mills has already decided against seeking reelection. Storey let the people 
know that his seat is up again, and he is seeking reelection. 
     “That (changing commissioners) does not fix the problem,” Storey said. “You still 
have to come up with money for our finance department.” 
 

 
Sarah Ross speaks to the County Commission about her desire to keep the 
county rural. Often giving an impassioned plea, Ross has said people in the 
undeveloped parts of Dixie County understand that law enforcement, fire 
and EMS help is expected to take longer than it does in the more urban 
parts of the county. Another speaker that morning mentioned that children 
are driving golf carts, ATVs and other vehicles in Dixie County on roadways, 
and they are causing safety hazards for themselves and others. 
 
     Sarah Ross, a very outspoken Dixie County resident who favors keeping the county as 
rural as possible, said she is opposed to allowing the density to increase in Jena. She 
then shared some more global ideas that were not directly on this topic. 
     Ross said she is a small business owner as well as a landowner. She understands the 
need to budget for more salary for workers. 
     Ross said nonetheless that she, as a taxpayer, would rather pay more taxes than to let 
the rural areas become part of urban sprawl. 
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     If the County Commission is really concerned about tax rolls, Ross said, then it 
should cease its practice of allowing recreational vehicles to be parked and live in after a 
variance away from environmentally sensitive areas or agricultural areas. 
     Those RVs, which are allowed rather than requiring a person to build a house, are 
NOT producing ad valorem tax revenue. Also, by allowing rampant placement of RVs 
one here and one there, the county is cutting the potential income of established RV 
parks and resorts, and the county also is reducing income to the Tourist Development 
Council, which receives a “bed tax” from tourists staying at RV resorts. 
     Chairman Storey not only allowed any person to talk as long as they wanted, 
including if they repeated what a previous speaker said, but he allowed people to shout 
from the audience and engage with the developer when he was at the podium. 
     In the more civil County Commission meetings in Levy County and Gilchrist County, 
the chairman would not tolerate a speaker being assailed by people in the audience. 
Storey also did not require speakers to state their names when they came to the podium 
to complain, or to endorse this action. 
     There were a few people who spoke in favor of the allowance for an increase in 
density. One person mentioned how he is excited to hear from a developer preserving 
wetlands rather than paying a fee to the state as compensation for taking of that natural 
resource. 
     As noted, in the end, despite the occasionally raucous manner of the meeting, the 
vote was 4-1 to allow the change, with Mills as the lone dissenter. 
 

Other Zoning Matters 

 
Julie Herring of the Dixie County Building and Zoning Department reads 
documents to let the County Commission conduct public hearings and 
consider approving or rejecting building and zoning matters. 
 
     Three other zoning matters were considered that morning. One action was tabled, 
and two others were approved. 
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     A petition by Nicole King requesting a Special Exception to be granted to permit one 
recreational vehicle in an agriculture zoning district was tabled. She was seeking that on 
property at 152 N.E. 538th St., Old Town. County Commissioner Stephenson, in whose 
district this is sought, moved to table it because there was one objection and he wanted 
to look into reasons for that objection more. Stephenson’s motion to table the matter 
was seconded by Commissioner Hatch and met with a 5-0 vote of approval. 
     A petition by Craig and Jodi Bernard for a special exception to permit one 
recreational vehicle on land zoned in an environmentally sensitive area at 152 N.E. 
538th St., Old Town, was granted by a 5-0 vote of approval after a motion to approve by 
Commissioner Mills, in whose district this exists, was seconded by Commissioner 
Stephenson. 
     A petition by Branson Q. Skierski for a variance for a reduction of west side setbacks 
from 10 feet to four feet for the construction of a 30-foot by 30-foot pole barn on 
property at 86 S.E. 234th St., Old Town, was granted by a 5-0 vote of approval after a 
motion to approve by Commissioner Hatch, in whose district this exists, was seconded 
by Commissioner Mills. 
 

Other Matters 

 
Administrative Assistant and Grant Coordinator Martha McCaskill (left) 
and Assistant Chief Deputy Clerk Della Rhymes are prepared just before the 
meeting starts. 
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Dixie County Clerk Barbie Higginbotham and (not pictured) Chief Financial 
Officer Jacki Johnson are at the meeting, ready to help the County 
Commission as needed. 
 
     County Manager Cannon found 5-0 votes of approval for his many requests, 
including: 
     • Advertising three properties that are surplus and that people have expressed an 
interest in buying. 
     • Creating a list of surplus property the county can sell to get that property back on 
the active rolls of taxable property. 
     • Accepting a contract with NaturChem for $7,700 to reduce vegetation in the Airport 
Canal System from the north runway to U.S. Highway 19. 
     • Accepting the contract between the county and the Florida Department of 
Corrections for an inmate workforce to help the Road Department. 
     • Accepting a bid from Blue Rok Inc. not to exceed $600,000 for the Airport Canal 
System, Phase I, based on the recommendation of the Storm Water Task Force. 
     • Executing the request for the SHIP down payment/closing cost assistance for 
Shantle McDowell in the amount of $25,000. 
     • Accepting the reminder to meet June 16 from 3 to 5 p.m. in the School Board 
Meeting Room in Old Town in workshop for the budget, before the regular meeting that 
will be in that same room on that same day starting at 6 p.m. 
     • Agreeing to meet July 7 starting at 10 a.m. in the School Board Meeting Room in 
Old Town for the County Commission’s regular twice-monthly meeting. 
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John Locklear of Locklear and Associates sits in the audience. He later 
spoke to the County Commission about work on Dollar Sign Road. Another 
person addressing the County Commission that morning was UF/IFAS 
Dixie County Extension Director Holly Houghton. She said Extension is 
helping the Florida Department of Health’s Tri-County Unit (Dixie-
Gilchrist-Levy) conduct a community assessment of health. 

 


