
HardisonInk.com 
WGA Chamber of Commerce's 

Annual Meeting shows heart 

 
Withlacoochee Gulf Area Chamber of Commerce President Leah Gamble prepares to begin the 

2022 Annual WGA Chamber of Commerce Meeting on Wednesday night (Oct. 19) on the second 

floor of the Blackwater Restaurant in Yankeetown.  

 

Story and Photos 

By Jeff M. Hardison © Oct. 21, 2022 at 7:12 p.m. 

Updated Oct. 22, 2022 at 6:12 a.m. (noting Duke Energy Sponsorship) 

     YANKEETOWN – The annual meeting of the Withlacoochee Gulf Area Chamber of Commerce on 

Wednesday night (Oct. 19) was conducted on the second floor of the Blackwater Restaurant, 6301 Riverside 

Drive, in Yankeetown.     The WGA Chamber of Commerce is more generically known as the Inglis-Yankeetown 

Chamber of Commerce. 

     WGA Chamber President Leah Gamble opened the program by welcoming everyone. He promoted the 

Chamber’s new maps of the area, which she conceded include some errors – like naming the Withlacoochee the 

Gulf of Mexico. Revised maps are planned, she said. 

     The meeting on Wednesday night mirrors why the southern Levy County community is known for its spirit 

of helping neighbors. Business owners in this Chamber are among those individuals who take action to help 

their neighbors. 

     With the poverty level in this part of rural Florida being somewhat pervasive, it becomes a challenge for 

retailers who know their business ventures are “not for the faint of heart” and that people who are employed by 

them must actually work to provide goods and services to consumers. 

     The Wednesday night supper meeting was a resounding success for getting the Chamber business completed 

as well as for folks dining on tasty food, socializing with one another and to hearing just how people in this part 

of Levy County have risen to the challenges from ongoing economic letdowns in comparison with thriving 

business environments in some more metropolitan markets like Gainesville and Ocala. 
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Chamber Business 

     In addition to the map distribution, President Gamble spoke about the Tour of the Town being scheduled for 

late January. This tour includes participating local businesses providing participants with information and 

items as the people go on the tour. 

     There were door prizes, gift bags, food, drink and more. Last year’s event was said to have been very 

enjoyable. 

     Black Dog Charters of Yankeetown was the final stop on the 50 0r s0 possible stops, where people could pick 

as many or as few businesses to visit. It was said to be great for business, incredibly fun for participants and 

extremely reasonably priced for what was received. 

     In other Chamber business, there was a vote on the revised bylaws. 

     On a motion by WGA Chamber President Dr. Richard “Dick” Streeter, seconded by WGA Chamber Member 

Jeff M. Hardison, the members present unanimously voted to approve the amended bylaws of the Chamber. 

     Doctor Streeter is an Octogenarian-plus who is a retired professor that earned his doctorate in education. He 

was a professional educator for decades before retiring. While having been allowed to retire as WGA Chamber 

president (thanks to Leah Gamble), Dr. Streeter is still an active member of the Nature Coast Business 

Development Council Board of Directors (NCBDC).  

     The NCBDC is the economic development entity for Levy County. 

     Hardison is the sole proprietor of HardisonInk.com, a 12-year-old daily news website. Hardison has been 

the editor of weekly and daily newspapers for several decades before becoming the publisher of this award-

winning daily news website. 

     Hardison is known to be an intrepid, illustrious and prolific writer. He earned two awards from the Florida 

Press Association (FPA) in the Investigative Reporting category of annual contests (1983 and 2007); one FPA 

award each for -- Best Full Use of Color (as managing editor, Naples Star, 1984); Front Page Layout 

(editor, Glades County Democrat, 1989); Community Service (editor, Glades County Democrat, 1989); and 

Environmental or Conservation (reporter, The News-Sun {then, part of the New York Times Regional 

Newspaper Group}, 1990). 

     Honors earned by the journalist from the Florida Press Club are twice for Online Independent News Site 

(publisher, HardisonInk.com, 2020 and 2021) and once for Best Public Service (editor, Glades County 

Democrat, 1989). 

     The multiple award-winning journalist also served as a teacher during a five-year tour of duty in the 

academic profession, having earned the ability to be certifiable to teach English and/or journalism to students 

in Florida schools in grades six through 12. He taught children and adults from the United States, as well as 

from several other countries. 

     As noted, the meeting on Wednesday night was led by WGA Chamber of Commerce President Leah Gamble. 

Other officers and directors of the WGA Chamber of Commerce are Vice President Fran Millar, Treasurer Cery 

Logeman, Secretary Terri Harris, and directors Past President Streeter, Helen Ciallella, Lee Lord and Ruth 

Martin.  

     WGA President Gamble, the Manager of Instructional Services at the College of Central Florida’s Jack 

Wilkinson (Levy County) Campus, said most of the bylaw changes were corrections in grammar. 

     Having quickly read the bylaws, Hardison said he felt no qualms with seconding Dr. Streeter’s motion to 

approve the revisions, even though the publisher prefers to simply be a journalist. He is a business-owner, too, 

however, and has made the choice to join a few local Chambers as a member in the past dozen years. 

     “The only change I would make to the amendments for the WGA Chamber of Commerce Bylaws would be to 

use the words ‘residents and visitors’ rather than ‘citizens’ in the ‘Objectives and Purpose’ section,” Hardison 

said. “’Citizens’ has more of a governmental tone to it, and it seems to require some certification beyond just 

living in an area or visiting the area where you conduct business or enjoy recreational activities and the like.” 

     The journalist chose against suggesting that revision Wednesday night, he said, because the mood was too 
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happy to be throwing “a wet blanket” on it by parsing sentences or choosing subjectively “better” verbiage.  

 

Tourist Business 

 
This picture of one serving of the dessert made available to the members and guests at the WGA 

Chamber of Commerce Annual Meeting is a brownie topped with vanilla ice cream. This 

completed the meal, which was soft tacos served buffet-style. The supper was sponsored by 

Duke Energy again this year. 

 

     Levy County Visitors Bureau Executive Director Tish Whitehurst was scheduled to address the topic of one 

of the biggest economic engines for the Inglis-Yankeetown Area -- tourism. Whitehurst had a conflict, though, 

due to another meeting at the same time. 

     In her place, WGA Director Ciallella shared her opinion of government and politicians, before reminding 

members and guests present that Visit Florida is a vital entity to serve the whole state’s tourism industry – 

especially for the marketing of attractions in rural Florida. 

     Ciallella urged people to speak to their representatives in Tallahassee and to remind them that Visit Florida 

and the Levy County Tourist Development Council are vital to help business interests involved with this 

industry in this part of Florida. 
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The Business of Humanity 

 
WGA Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors Member Helen Ciallella speaks about the Tour 

of the Towns at the Chamber meeting Wednesday night. 

 

Decker, an Australian 

Shepherd, is captured in one-

sixtieth of one-second as he 

takes a step and gives the 

appearance of having three 

legs. This wonder dog has all 

four paws, although he does 

not have a tail. Read about 

Decker later in this story. 

 

     Director Ciallella was the life of 

the party. 

     She spoke about the Healthy 

Community Initiative in the Inglis-

Yankeetown area. 

     The Heathy Communities 

Initiative (HCI) Inc. started just 

over five years ago with the Inglis-Yankeetown Lions Club, the Inglis Masonic Lodge #324, the City of Inglis 

Recreation Committee, the Inglis-Yankeetown Woman’s Club, the Inglis AmVets Post 447, the WGA Chamber 

of Commerce, area churches, a handful of business owners and other individuals, Ciallella said. 

     The group created a five-year strategic plan when it started, she said. 

     “This past year,” Ciallella said, “we hit our five-year mark. And we met every single level of that five-year 

plan.” 
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     Ciallella shared one of the many stories from HCI success, as she helped Chamber members and guests learn 

about how important HCI is to this section of Levy County. 

     A Levy County School bus was hit on U.S. Highway 19, Ciallella said, when a semi tractor-trailer driver failed 

to see the big, yellow bus stopped with its blinking lights and “Stop” sign extended. The semi slammed into the 

rear of the bus. 

     To see the story and photos from that crash in late March, click HERE. 

     Ciallella said one child lost a leg as a result of the crash. Another Levy County student had to have surgery, 

and pins added, and is suffering from hand issues. 

     Ciallella heard about the crash and called Yankeetown School Principal Dorinda “Dee” Westfall. 

     “She was on the scene with a handful of teachers, yanking those kids off that bus,” Ciallella said. 

     Ciallella asked Principal Westfall to call her and to let her know what is needed. Four or five children lost 

their glasses in the crash, Ciallella said. The Inglis-Yankeetown Lions Club took the prescriptions for those 

glasses and replaced them, she said 

     Scooter Haven Country Club contacted 50 Legs in 50 Days Inc., Ciallella said. 

     This organization states that its mission is “to provide amputees with the necessary care and prosthetics that 

they could not otherwise afford; to help them live a happier and healthier life; to advocate for amputee's needs 

for proper prosthetics and foster public awareness.” 

     One of the children who was living with grandparents, Ciallella said, needed her van repaired to reach 

Gainesville to be with the child, Ciallella said. The van was repaired with new tires and other repairs thanks to 

Beasley Tire Co. of Inglis and Dave’s Autoworld of Inglis, Ciallella said. 

     “This community is so blessed with all these people sitting around this room (at the annual Chamber 

meeting) that have small businesses (and are ready and willing to help),” Ciallella said, adding that Fred of 

Buddy & Fred's Hardware of Inglis donated all of the plumbing supplies needed for the Community Garden, 

which will be contributing to the Kidz Eats program. 

     “Everybody pitches in,” Ciallella said, noting her apology for any interests she may have overlooked in her 

speech. 

     Then, she started speaking about the mission of the HCI to feed children as a supplement to the free meals 

provided through the public school system in Levy County. 

     Last year, HCI provided 11,000 meals through its Kidz Eats program to children who attend Yankeetown 

School – beyond the free meals provided by the school district, Ciallella said. Of the 250 children in the school, 

HCI is feeding between 15 and 25 percent of their meals. 

     “This (school) year,” Ciallella said, “we have 45 kids. And guess what – grocery prices shot through the roof. 

So, we put the word out and we got enough money to get us through this (school) year and the summer if we 

need it.” 

     Meals go to these children Friday night, for all day Saturday, and Sunday. 

     The next five-year HCI strategic plan focuses on senior citizens and veterans, she said, as well as continuing 

to work with Yankeetown School students. 

     Ciallella then introduced Decker, her Australian Shepherd. This canine is “reading dog at Yankeetown 

School.” He is learning now, too, to become a “court dog” to help children involved in the legal system, and he 

will help bring them comfort and calmness in the midst of that process. 

     Among his many missions, Decker was an emotional support dog in New Smyrna Beach for the past two 

weeks helping people who were terribly upset from the impact of Hurricane Ian, which hurt individuals on the 

East Coast as well as in Central Florida and, of course, on the Southwest Coast of Florida. 

     Ciallella expressed her gratitude to all of the interests that have helped the HCI in its first five years, and she 

reminded everyone of the need to continue on this course – as they participate in the business of humanity. 

     WGA Chamber President Gamble provided closing remarks as the meeting was concluded after Ciallella 

spoke about the need to support Visit Florida, the Levy County Tourist Development Council and the HCI. 

https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2022/03/3-30-22-five-students-hurt-two-seriously-when-semi-smacks-into-school-bus.pdf

