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      April 10, 2024

      March Madness comes to Ocala… in April

      What NCAA sport now holds its National Championship in Ocala?  Equestrian.

Where else should it be but here in the Horse Capital of the World. This will be the third year that the National Collegiate Equestrian Association (NCEA) National Championships are held at the World Equestrian Center (WEC) with competition next week beginning Thursday, April 18 and ending on Saturday, April 20. Get ready to learn about it here, and come out and watch (admission is free, parking, too) as this is the best of NCAA equestrians battling it out for the title of National Champion right here in Ocala. The excitement and crowd enthusiasm during the Thursday quarterfinals and Friday semifinal rounds is palpable, but there is nothing like the enthusiasm on display from the jam-packed crowds in WEC Arena’s 3 (Jumping Seat) and 5 (Western) for the finals on Saturday, April 20.  It’s exciting and if you love horse sport, you’ll want to see this as the level of competition and the format are not your usual horse show.

Quick background: NCAA Equestrian is designated as an emerging sport, which is a mechanism the NCAA set up in the 1990’s to help create more opportunities for women in collegiate athletics.  The NCEA, which is the coach’s organization that oversees the day-to-day operations of NCAA equestrian while it’s emerging, runs the National Championship. NCAA Equestrian is one of the few sports that competes nearly the entire year, starting in September and running into the spring semester and culminating in the National Championship here in Ocala. Many of the country’s former top junior western and hunter/jumper riders, often having honed their expertise training in Ocala during their junior careers, have gone on to earn athletic scholarships and ride for these NCAA teams. There will be many former junior national and world champions in the arena next week vying for the coveted NCEA National Championship.

Auburn University acts as the host school, and Head Equestrian Coach Jessica Braswell works diligently with her staff as well as all the NCEA head coaches to make this championship happen. “Auburn University is excited to team up with the NCEA, World Equestrian Center and Marion County in hosting the National Championship for NCAA Equestrian in Ocala,’’ she said. “The atmosphere that Ocala brings for our student-athletes is unmatched. Ocala and the World Equestrian Center provide a championship experience for these collegiate equestrians that they can’t get anywhere else. Come out and see some incredible riding in a collegiate athletics environment next week in Ocala!”

What is the format? There are really two competitions going on based on the size of an NCAA equestrian schools’ program, a dual-discipline championship and a single-discipline championship, both being decided on Saturday. It’s a bracketed format where only the winning team in head-to-head competition moves on. It’s win and stay in !!

About the competition:  

	An NCEA National Championship for Dual Discipline schools
	Dual means they have both a Jumping Seat (english) and a Western squad.



	Top eight teams in the country are invited – seeded in order 1 through 8
	Texas Christian University, Southern Methodist University, Auburn University, Texas A&M University, the University of Georgia, Oklahoma State University, the University of South Carolina, and the University of California-Davis



	Two events in Jumping Seat – Fences and Flat
	Two events in Western – Reining and Horsemanship
	Four riders in each event
	It is a head-to-head format, meaning a random horse from the championship herd will be drawn, and a rider from each school will ride that same horse on the same course. Whoever scores highest wins a point for their school.
	Total of 16 points are up for grabs in the dual-discipline competitions.
	Whichever school earns the most points wins the competition and moves on in the bracket.


[image: ]

	An NCEA National Championship for Single Discipline schools
	These schools only have a Jumping Seat squad.



	Top four teams in the country are invited – seeded in order 1 through 4
	The University of Lynchburg, Sweet Briar College, Dartmouth College, and Sewanee: The University of the South.



	Two events in Jumping Seat – Fences and Flat
	Four riders in each event
	Head-to-head competition, same as in dual-discipline: Same horse, highest score gets the point for their school.
	Total of eight points are up for grabs in the single-discipline competitions
	Whichever school gets the most points wins the competition and moves on in the bracket.
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      April 10, 2024

      Sheriff’s K-9 finishes 4th in statewide ‘top dog’ competition

      After successfully reaching the final four to win the Florida Sheriff’s Association “top dog,” Marion County Sheriff’s Office K-9 “Rex” has been eliminated from the K-9 March Madness competition.

The German shepherd received 10,975 votes in the semi-final round of the competition but was ultimately beaten out by the Manatee County Sheriff’s Office K-9 “Laura,” a yellow lab.

“Although we did not advance to the next round, we are truly humbled by all the love and votes for K-9 Rex,” said MCSO on Facebook.

The competition, put on annually by FSA, began with 30 K-9 officers from Florida’s 30 sheriff’s offices. The competition gathered over 500,000 votes from citizens across the state.

“We’re grateful for each and every one of you who voted and shared our posts. Your support is a blessing, and it means everything to our K-9 Unit and the entire Sheriff’s Office team,” according to the Facebook post.

Rex is one of seven K-9 officers in MCSO, handled by Deputy Roman West.

Rex’s successful run in the competition brings happy news after the department tragically lost one of its K-9 officers, Leo, in February.

Leo died after suffering gunshot wounds while responding to a call with deputies earlier this year. The dog was laid to rest and a ceremony was conducted in his honor in March.


		
						
						Share  

						Tweet 




    


     


    


    
    
      April 9, 2024

      Lions Club members support youth fair

      The annual Southeastern Youth Fair draws thousands of participating 4-H and FFA students. The event this year was held Feb. 22-March 2.

On Feb. 28, member of the Ocala Lions Club were on hand for the Dave Baillie BBQ Contest, named in honor of the longtime SEYF supporter. The Ocala Lions Club Charities Foundation Inc. was a sponsor.

The contestants had three hours to prepare and serve their dish, which was then judged on taste, appearance, controlling the fire, sanitation, cleanliness and skill in the art of barbecuing.
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      Local Special Olympics athlete aims to compete in Slovakia

      Special Olympics Florida – Northeast Region has announced that Marion County athlete leader Zachary Deonath has earned a spot at the Challenge Samorin Championship Sprint Triathlon in Slovakia on May 18 and 19.

Deonath is among three athletes to represent Florida. The competition includes categories of professional, individual and relay (male, female, mixed).

“To make Zach’s journey to Slovakia possible, we are on the lookout for sponsors. Zach is also doing his own fundraising with a goal of $4,000,” noted the news release.

To make a donation, go to bit.ly/3VLNPud
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      April 8, 2024

      April is Water Conservation Month

      The city of Ocala is joining the state of Florida by proclaiming April as Water Conservation Month for the 26th year running.

With Ocala’s close proximity to Silver Springs, citizens can play a crucial role in water preservation.

“The city of Ocala is calling upon each citizen and business to help protect our precious resource by practicing water-saving measures and becoming more aware of the need to save water,” said Mayor Ben Marciano in a proclamation on April 2.

 

The city offers several tips to preserve water, not only in April but every month:

	Look for leaks: Keep an eye on any leaks that could occur in outdoor hoses, sinks, toilets, showers and other faucets. Ocala Electric Utility customers can sign up to receive notifications for potential leaks and monitor water usage.
	Water wisely: Irrigate only by necessity to reduce usage when watering your lawn. Follow irrigation restrictions and adjust controls to water before 10 a.m. or after 4 p.m. on assigned irrigation days.
	Irrigation restrictions: During Daylight Savings Time, odd-numbered addressed and properties with no address may only irrigate on Wednesday and Saturday. Even-numbered addresses may only irrigate on Thursday and Sunday.
	Plant Florida Friendly: Choose plants that match the light, soil and water conditions of where you’re planting them. Adding mulch around your plants can also help retain moisture.


Information courtesy of the city of Ocala 

 

“The state and UF estimates that about 50% to 60% of all potable water use is used outdoors,” said Ocala Water Resources Conservation Coordinator Gabriela Sullivan. “So that’s something that we can all work together to help save our precious water resources.”

The city asks for citizens to be especially conscious of outdoor water use, saying that following irrigation restrictions is invaluable to conservation.

“Every business industry, school and citizen can make a difference when it comes to conserving water and can help by saving water and thus promote the healthy economy and community,” Marciano said.
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      Saddlewood paraprofessional chosen as finalist for statewide school employee of the year

      Saddlewood Elementary’s Edward Lanza has been named as a finalist for the statewide School-Related Employee of the Year award.

Lanza, a paraprofessional who assists in the school’s media center, was selected as a finalist for the entire state of Florida after winning Marion County’s School-Related Employee of the Year honor in December 2023.

“I feel very proud and honored to be selected for this, really,” Lanza said.

In the Saddlewood media center, Lanza works to check in and out books for students, manages the Chromebook computers, troubleshoots and fixes technology issues, he said.

Lanza previously worked at Sunrise Elementary School, and when Saddlewood Principal Heather Lipira saw Lanza’s application for a vacancy at Saddlewood, she said she “scooped him up” as soon as she could.

Lanza’s son Christopher Lanza works as the media specialist at Ward-Highlands Elementary School. Christopher Lanza was a finalist for Marion County’s Teacher of the Year award in 2021.

“I just knew his son’s work ethic work ethic and knew that Mr. Lanza was very similar to his son, and so I got him over here to work in my inclusion classroom to work with my special needs students,” Lipira said.

Marion County Public Schools spokesperson Kevin Christian said the Florida Department of Education informed the district that the winner of the School-Related Employee of the Year competition will be chosen within the next few weeks.

Even with the statewide recognition Lanza is receiving, Lipira said that the paraprofessional is extremely humble and will continue his hard work.

“(I’ll) keep going every day,” Lanza said. “As our secretary Alice says, I’m like a dog with a bone—I just keep going on.”

Part of Lanza’s strong work ethic can be attributed to his military service. He served as an infantry soldier in Vietnam from 1970 until 1976, he said. Lanza also served as the deputy chief of a New York volunteer fire department.

“I think he’s a jack-of-all-trades and a master of all,” Lipira said.

For Saddlewood’s 1,034 students, the principal said the staff shares a common goal to “do what is good for the children.”

“We just want to have kids who are happy and safe and feel loved at school, and he does a really great job of making sure that he impacts them in that way as well,” Lipira said. “I’m very proud of what he does.”

After eight years of working at Saddlewood, Lanza said working with the students is what motivates him.

“Even if I get through to one child and have them succeed, it’s very satisfying,” Lanza said.
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      April 6, 2024

      Veterans honored and remembered

      
The Spring Memorial for Marion County Veterans held April 6 at the Ocala-Marion County Veterans Memorial Park saw 77 veterans memorialized for their service and sacrifice.

The ceremony, formerly called the Quarterly Reading, included the recitation of the names of veterans from Marion County who passed away in the prior three months. Several of those honored were active in the local veteran’s community.

Lewis Alston, a tireless participant in events at the park and a member of the Marion County Memorial Honor Guard, died in November 2023 and was one of those honored. Alston served in at least 500 honor guard military funerals and was regularly seen at park events proudly wearing his U.S. Marine Corps dress blues uniform and cheerfully performing a snappy hand salute.

Navy Senior Chief Don Kennedy, president of the MCMHG, spoke about all veterans and his comrade, Alston. He said veterans contribute “the most important years of their lives” to their country and often “carry the scars” of that service. He said Alston served in the Marine Corps from 1969 to 1971 and was recon with the 1st Marine Division. Alston was a Purple Heart recipient for shrapnel wounds suffered during the Vietnam War. Kennedy said Alston worked as a truck driver after his service and volunteered for the Red Rose Veterans Honor Guard in his then hometown of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, before moving to Ocala.

Kennedy said Alston served as a volunteer school crossing guard in Lancaster wearing his Marine uniform. A Sept. 2, 2014, article in the Lancaster area “Record-Argus” newspaper states that Cpl. Alston “noticed students crossing South Duke Street near Martin Luther King Jr. Elementary School without a crossing guard” and stepped up to help.

Bruce Hutchinson, a member of the MCMHG, who served on military funerals with Alston recalled his friend as “fun.”

Bruce Lamoureux, a U.S. Navy veteran and past president of the local chapter of the Vietnam Veterans of America, and Richard Baldwin, also a Navy veteran and longtime member of the Nautilus Base submarine veterans group here, were named and honored this quarter.

Antoinette Fucci and her son, Frank Fucci, attended the ceremony to honor husband and father, U.S. Army veteran Richard Fucci, who passed away on Veterans Day, Nov. 11, 2023.

Richard Fucci was a volunteer at the Veterans Education Center adjacent to the park and played accordion with friend and fellow volunteer and Korean War-era veteran Ralph Mueller, who joined the family at the ceremony.

“I feel better talking about him,” said Antoinette Fucci, Richard’s wife of almost 68 years. The family has several members who are veterans and some currently serving, including Marcel Fucci, who is near retirement from the military.

The ceremony included the sounding of a bell with each name read by veteran Dave Bice and a drum roll by veteran Johnathan Hurst. A color guard was provided by members of the North Marion High School Air Force JROTC, with the pledge of allegiance by Samuel Coventry and the national anthem sung by Tim Lafferty.

Members of Cub Scout Pack 18 were on hand to help at the ceremony. Taps, played by a member of the MCMHG, a gun salute by the Ocala Police Department and bagpipe music by John Earl were also part of the ceremony. Dexter Vance with Hospice of Marion County offered prayers and retired colonel Craig Ham opened the ceremony.

The memorialized veterans’ names were read by members of the Ocala Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution and Marine Corps League Marion Detachment 061 of Ocala. Renee Coventry, regent of the Ocala Chapter of the National Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution, was recognized with a plaque by the Marion County Veterans Service Office for her work and “dedication” as recording secretary for the Marion County Veterans Memorial Park Events and Program Committee.

Jeffrey Askew, director of the Marion County Veterans Service Office, and park volunteers, hosted the event.

Staff and volunteers with Hospice of Marion County, who are regular supporters of the memorial ceremonies, provided flags, refreshments, social media notices and more.

Robert D. Charette passed away Dec. 30, 2023. His widow, Laura, and sons, Justin and Bryan, attended the ceremony to honor his service in the Army National Guard.

Norma McCoin and Jodeanne Moore came to pay respects to son and brother, Randy Joel McCoin, 68. A family member said he loved the Navy and served in an administrative job and onboard a ship.

Members of veteran Edward Whiden’s family, Louisa Whiden and Desiri Savage paid respects to the veterans named Saturday and made sure their loved one’s name would be added to the Summer Memorial.

About 150 people attended the ceremony.

“(Veterans) deserve the recognition,” Kennedy said during his remarks.

Those honored and remembered were:

U.S. Army

Thomas H.Bolinski

Preston W. Brinkman

Larry C. Chesteen

Ralph “Bigfoot” Clovis

James A. “Jim” Dickbernd

Curtiss E. Dyess

Richard Fucci

William R. “Bill” Fugitt

Howard J. Girard

Robert L. Glass

Alphonso “Al” Gordon

Carl E. Gross

Robert M. Higgins

Hadleigh H. Howd

Gary Lee Huffman

Elijah J. James

Elwood J. Latsha

Paul Lee

James W. Likens

David P. Maloney

James E. Merrick Jr.

Ralph. A. Messina

Michael Mikulak

Gregory A. Mullhall

Louis M. Nardella

Joseph Prego

Jack F. Reents

Bruce L. Stover

David Lawrence Tabit

Ronald C. Torri

Ron O. Velez

Harold N. White

Joseph Zawacki

U.S. Navy

Richard A. Baldwin

Edwin M. Carr Jr.

Stephen G. Crumley

Ruth M. Knutson

Bruce Lamoureux

Stephen M. Lazor

Harry J. Marchadie III

Randy Joel McCoin

Rolf Myhre

Robert O. Peddy

Joseph H. Strauch

William A. “Bill” Titus (multiple branches)

U.S. Marine Corps

Lewis Alston

Gerald J. Lemerise

John M. Pockalny

Samuel M. Trippe

U.S. Air Force

Lee E. Brown

Paul Collins

Michael T. “Tom” Croy

Lewis J. “LJ” Hall

Richard G. Perry

Laurence Puckhaber

John A. Scott, III



U.S. Coast Guard

William H. Backlinie

Army National Guard

Robert C. Breiten

Robert D. Charette

Army Reserves

Frank J. “Jack” Banning, Jr.

Also honored (branch affiliation not clarified)

Thomas Allison

Donald Bayliss

Robert Bibb

John Fiveash

Paul Francis

George Green

Robert Huffman

Lanny Lambert

Alfred Middleton

Tilden Mills

George Ooley

Perry Rhoads

Charles Silva

Miyako Simmons

Jon Stoterau

Rahan Uddin

Albert York
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      April 5, 2024

      FHP seeks semi driver related to crashes

      The Florida Highway Patrol is seeking the public’s help in locating the driver of a semi tractor-trailer, possibly with the letters TELMP or TELPM, and a red or orange decal on the trailer door. Official say the driver left the scene of two crashes involving a death on March 20 on Interstate 75 north of Ocala.

According to the original FHP crash release, a gold-colored van driven by a 71-year-old Ocala man crashed into the rear of the tractor trailer on southbound I-75 in the center lane on March 20 around 10:08 p.m., about four miles north of State Road 326 at Mile Marker 362.

The tractor-trailer driver pulled off to the shoulder, but the disabled van remained in the roadway. Soon, the tractor-trailer driver “left the crash scene and continued traveling south on I-75, where the driver failed to report the crash or render assistance to the occupants of the van,” an FHP report stated.

The FHP release states that “moments later” the van was struck by a sedan driven by a 46-year-old Oviedo man, who was wearing a seat belt and suffered serious injuries.

The second crash caused fatal injuries to the van driver and serious injuries to all five passengers in the van, who were wearing seat belts, the FHP release stated.

The FHP asks that anyone with information about the two crashes, or who can help identify the tractor-trailer and/or its driver, call the FHP communications center at (800) 387-1290 or dial *FHP on cell phones.
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      When genres collide

      On Friday, April 5, The 2024 Levitt AMP Ocala Music Series has a treat in store for music lovers looking for a unique sound: The world’s “first and only” heavy metal mariachi cover band, Metalachi.

Joined by opener El Trio Rosal, self-proclaimed “party band” Metalachi will be performing from 7-9 p.m. on Friday, April 5 at Webb Field in the Martin Luther King Recreation Complex, 1501 W. Silver Springs Blvd. 

You don’t have to be part of any particular “music scene” to be part of the weekly concerts that run from March to May. Now in its eighth season, the free series showcases bands from a diverse and eclectic background, exposing the community to professional acts that locals normally wouldn’t have the opportunity to see live.

And it’s bands like Metalachi that highlight the appeal and success of the Levitt AMP Ocala Music Series. According to the band’s website, Metalachi began about a decade ago. Their fusion of heavy metal and mariachi cover songs bring a newness to hits like “Crazy Train” and “Bohemian Rhapsody.” The band’s theatrics, stage presence and musical skill seek to motivate the audience members to open their minds to a whole new musical experience. 

The “Gazette” spoke with Metalachi’s violinist Queen Kyla Vera over the phone during a recent show in California. 

“Gazette:” What makes a live performance a “good show?’’

A: The audience is always the most important part of a good show. There was a time our show was rained out but there was that one guy who was clapping: that’s a good performance. We’re a party band; Getting everyone into the show, even if it’s one guy, it’s what we do.

“Gazette:” The fusion of heavy metal and mariachi is fun, and easy to take in as a listener. 

A: The two genres are complementary. Sure, there are electric instruments and distortion peddles, but there’s also similar instrumentation. The singing styles, the guitars, are similar. It’s all passionately driven!

“Gazette:” Is touring a major part of your life?

A: Yes, we are always on the road. But we do have a full tour now through March [West Coast] and April. Touring is our life!

The family event offers kid friendly games and food/beverages for purchase from food truck vendors. 

Bring: Grab a lawn chair, a blanket and zone out to the music.
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      Ocala Gazette | April 5 – April 11, 2024
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      April 4, 2024

      Marion County Commissioners 2024 race update

      As the election season approaches, several key local races are coming into focus following some movement among candidates.

Marion County Commissioner Michelle Stone, chairman of the board this year, now has no opposition as she seeks a third four-year term. Fellow Republican incumbents Craig Curry and Matt McClain each have an opponent.

Initially, Stone drew opposition from Nicole Meade, a Republican, and one independent, Jose “Manny” Alonso; however, both have withdrawn. Stone reports $57,061.72 in her campaign account.

McClain is running for the first time to keep the seat he was appointed to by Gov. Ron DeSantis following the resignation of Commissioner Jeff Gold.

McClain is new to running for office, but not to local politics. He worked in the state Legislature as the chief aide to Florida Sen. Dennis Baxley since 2016 and worked under former State Rep. Charlie Stone (wife of current commissioner Michelle Stone) starting in 2011. His father is Stan McClain, a former Marion County commissioner and state House representative who has termed out of that seat. Stan McClain is running to represent Marion County in the Florida Senate.

McClain, who currently reports no campaign contributions, initially drew opposition from two Republican political newcomers: David M. Blackwell and Sarah Almeida Dennis. Dennis has since shifted her aim and is now challenging Curry.

Both Blackwell and Dennis listed no campaign contributions during the latest reporting period. Curry reports $69,951.

Dennis told the “Gazette” that she and her husband made the decision to switch races because Curry had no opposition and her familial connections to Belleview had changed making her feel comfortable moving. “My husband is already house shopping in that district,” she told the “Gazette.”

According to Marion County’s Supervisor of Elections Wesley Wilcox, candidates can file to run for the three county commission seats until noon on June 14.

Unless another candidate files to run, these races will be decided during the August 20, 2024 primary.
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      State targets disclosure law challenges

      
TALLAHASSEE — Attorney General Ashley Moody’s office is urging state and federal judges to toss out challenges to the constitutionality of a 2023 law that requires mayors and other elected municipal officials to disclose detailed information about their personal finances.




Lawyers in Moody’s office filed motions Monday arguing that the cases, filed by municipalities and dozens of elected officials from across Florida, should be dismissed.




One of the lawsuits, filed in Leon County circuit court, alleges the disclosure requirements violate privacy rights; the other lawsuit, filed in federal court in Miami, alleges violation of First Amendment rights. Both cases were filed in February, after numerous municipal officials resigned because of the law.






But in Monday’s motion to dismiss the Leon County case, the state’s attorneys disputed the privacy arguments and said financial disclosures “have been a constant for Florida politicians since the 1970s.”




“Elected municipal officials such as individual plaintiffs necessarily and purposefully amble outside of what would be the normally protected zone of privacy for the express purpose of achieving office. As a result, individual plaintiffs do not have a ‘reasonable expectation of privacy’ with respect to their financial information,” the motion said, partially quoting a legal precedent.




But in an amended version of the Leon County lawsuit filed March 22, attorneys for the plaintiffs said the law requires municipal officials who were in office as of Jan. 1 to “disclose quintessentially private, highly personal financial information.”












The law requires municipal officials to file what is known as a Form 6, which includes detailed information about issues such as income, assets, liabilities and net worths. State and county elected officials have long filed Form 6 disclosures, but municipal officials in the past filed what is known as a Form 1, which requires less-detailed information.




“Requiring that uncompensated (or minimally compensated) elected officials disclose their precise net worth, income and assets does not serve (let alone constitute the least restrictive means of serving) any compelling interest,” the Leon County lawsuit said. “Form 1 disclosures have for years provided sufficient transparency to inform the public of potential conflicts, prevent corruption and create public confidence in government.”




But in the state’s motion to dismiss the Leon County case, attorneys in Moody’s office described the law as Florida taking “another step in its ongoing efforts to enhance governmental ethics.”




The lawsuits name as defendants members of the Florida Commission on Ethics, which administers and enforces disclosure laws. Moody’s office represents the commission. Plaintiffs in the lawsuits include officials and communities ranging from Miami Springs to Destin.




Citing information from the Florida League of Cities, the Leon County lawsuit said more than 100 municipal officials have resigned because of the increased disclosure requirements. Officials face a July 1 deadline for filing the reports.




Lawmakers this year considered a proposal to push back the effective date of the requirements to 2025 and exempt officials in communities with 500 people or fewer. But the proposal died before the legislative session ended in March.
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      Trails in Ocala Wetland Recharge Park closed for sinkhole repair

      
[image: ]Trail closures are marked in red [Ocala Wetland Recharge Park].

Some trails in the Ocala Wetland Recharge Park will be closed this week due to an open subsidence, or land sinking, in one of the park’s three water cells.
The park, at 2105 NW 21st St., is designed to recharge the Upper Floridian Aquifer using public access reused water, said city of Ocala spokesperson Ashley Dobbs.

“When a subsidence occurs, the recharging process occurs more rapidly as the water drains directly into the UFA instead of slowly percolating,” Dobbs said. “Subsurface subsidences are an anticipated component of the park due to the karst topography below ground.”

The subsidences are repaired by slowly filling the holes with clay and dirt. Costs for these repairs are limited, and accounted for in the park’s annual operating budget, Dobbs said.

“The park will remain open to visitors; however, some trails and educational exhibits will be closed to accommodate equipment and crews. The parking lot, public bathrooms, and drinking water fountains will remain open,” according to a city press release.

The repairs are expected to be completed next week, Dobbs said.

In the meantime, visitors should obey trail closures and avoid the subsidences.

“Throughout the repairs, we continue to supply water to the other cells, encouraging wildlife to temporarily inhabit the adjacent cells,” Dobbs said. “Additionally, our team is working carefully and efficiently to complete the repairs in a timely process to reduce the stress to wildlife.”

To find out which trails are closed, see the above map of the Ocala Wetland Recharge Park.
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      Bird of the week 2024 | Carolina wren

      Carolina wren

A familiar year-round resident of the Southeastern United States, the Carolina Wren is a cute little cinnamon-colored bird with a powerful and varied voice. Only the male sings and on average it has a large repertoire of more than 30 songs. They’re easily attracted to backyard feeders, and you can encourage them to stick around by providing a brush pile for nesting and protection.
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      Cuttin’ loose

      West Port High School theater teacher Kate Messenger predicts audiences “can’t help but sing along” with the school’s “rocking” production she describes as “this generation’s answer to ‘Grease.’” The enthusiastic cast of 27 of the area’s most talented high school performing arts students have masterfully recreated the ’80s look, sound and moves for a show the director, music director, choreographer and cast all describe as “fun.”

Live on stage April 11-14, the musical “Footloose” reprises the familiar story from the 1984 hit movie: A Chicago teen moves to small town and goes toe to toe with the preacher who banned dancing–and cheek to cheek with the reverend’s rebellious daughter. The film’s Academy Award- and Grammy Award-nominated soundtrack, highlighted by Kenny Loggins’ title song, topped the Billboard chart for two months after its release.

“‘Footloose’ is one of those classic movies everyone has either seen or heard of … and is sort of cemented in pop culture, regardless of generation,” said Adam Pryor, West Port chorus director and the show’s musical director. “It is incredibly fun music that strays from the musical theater genre that perhaps most people expect when they think of a high school musical production.”

Pryor explained that he enlisted musicians from the school’s concert band and rock band for the pit orchestra, and–between the cast, backstage crew, musicians and technicians–more than 50 students are involved in the production.

“It has been exciting to learn ’80s rock songs and just jam out with these students,” Pryor said. “The cast is incredible and features some of the most talented singers I have had the pleasure to work with.”

Messenger, the show’s director, explained that she tries to select shows that will have a lot of opportunity to showcase the talent of the students she teaches.

“Directing this show has been an absolute blast,” she said. “Our cast and crew are so talented and we all truly enjoy the process. I love coming to rehearsal and watching them play, no pun intended. The show is delightful and fun to watch.” 

The cast members exuberantly sing and dance their way through 15 songs, with multiple production numbers choreographed by Kim Wise. 

“They’re a great group of young adults who work super hard,” Wise said. “I’ve had so much fun choreographing this, because it’s made me feel like I’m back in college again. That kind of music was the soundtrack of my years back then.”

Wise explained the musical includes “a little bit of country dancing” plus the style she remembers from school dances, with the “big showstopper” at the end containing “a couple of surprises.” Two of the smaller dance numbers were choreographed by students, which Messenger said allowed more collaboration between director and cast.

Just a year after his first onstage appearance in the school’s dinner theater performance of “The Odd Couple,” 18-year-old senior Xavier Rosado said “it’s very humbling” taking on the role of Ren, made famous by Kevin Bacon.  

“I think I have big shoes to fill and I’m going to work hard,” he said. “I just enjoy this character so much. My favorite thing about this character is he kind of resembles me, because I’m always dancing and always singing.” Plus, Rosado noted, he moved from New York to Ocala at the beginning of high school and feels the similarity with Ren, who feels “very out of place” at a new school in a new town.

“All of us are having fun,” Rosado continued, explaining that the cast, including female lead Marissa Boyd as Ariel, “genuinely all have great chemistry.”

“We have worked so hard on it, and we’re having fun doing it,” Rosado continued. “It’s so fun!”

“Footloose” is live on stage April 11-13 at 7 p.m. and April 14 at 2 p.m. at West Port High School, 3733 SW 80th Ave. For tickets, visit wphs.seatyourself.biz.
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      April 4, 2024

      Commissioners declare April Farmland Preservation Month

      On April 2, when the Marion County Commission declared April to be Farmland Preservation Month, I was there along with members of Horse Farms Forever (HFF) to accept the declaration on behalf of the people in the Farmland Preservation Area and the rest of the county.

The declaration is important. It reinforces the notion that agrarian activity has a positive impact on the economy and quality of life of the county. It states how important it is that these finite lands remain viable in the rapidly changing environment Florida faces with its unending parade of newcomers seeking homes here.

Here is the proclamation:

PROCLAMATION BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS OF MARION COUNTY, FLORIDA

WHEREAS, according to the last Census of Agriculture, over 331,000 acres of land in Marion County are home to nearly 4,000 farms, including 1,200 horse farms; and  

WHEREAS, the U.S. Department of Agriculture reports that Marion County has more horses and ponies than any other county in the United States; with nearly 400,000 residents, it is estimated that there is one horse for every four residents in Marion County; and  

WHEREAS, since 2001, Ocala/Marion County has been known as the “Horse Capital of the World®”, due to the abundance of sprawling green pastures rich with limestone and calcium, and as a testament to the County’s unique involvement in all things equestrian and its record of producing some of the finest champions in the sport; and

WHEREAS, in 2005, the Marion County Commission designated approximately 200,000 acres in the northwest portion of the County as the Farmland Preservation Area, to provide a buffer for farmland against increasing growth, and to protect the valuable soils, water quality and spring sheds; and  WHEREAS, since 2008 Save Our Rural Areas has hosted the Farmland Preservation Festival to raise awareness about the importance of preserving farms in Marion County for future generations; and    

WHEREAS, in 2022 and 2023, Horse Farms Forever, Inc.® worked in partnership with Marion County to amend its Comprehensive Plan and Land Development Code to further preserve, protect, support, and enhance the rural, equestrian, and farmland character of the Farmland Preservation Area;   

NOW THEREFORE, the Board of County Commissioners of Marion County, Florida, by virtue of the authority vested in us do hereby proclaim that the month of April 2024 be known as   “FARMLAND PRESERVATION MONTH”    DULY PROCLAIMED this 2nd day of April, 2024.

BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS        MARION COUNTY, FLORIDA   

The document acknowledges that Marion County has one horse for every four people; that 200,000 acres are set aside as Farmland Preservation Area, which provides a buffer against increasing growth, and protects valuable soils, water quality, and spring sheds. It also notes that HFF has worked with Marion County to amend the county’s comprehensive growth management plan and Land Development Code to protect and enhance the rural, equestrian and farmland character of the FPA.

The challenges are many, and the decisions the board makes have important implications for the future. It’s not an easy job, and we at Save Our Rural Areas understand and appreciate those challenges.

I liken the BOCC to a road, with groups like ours petitioning the board as to where to place the speed bumps and what fork in the road to take. It can be contentious at times, and I’m sure the board members feel like they’ve been run over after some long debates. I’m also certain that citizens often feel the same. But at the end of the day, the mindset moving forward has shifted toward the idea that we have a special place here, and the BOCC has acknowledged the fact.

It is up to “we the people” to keep that thought in the forefront of all the growth issues facing the county in future years. Citizen participation is essential. We are grateful to all the people who have supported SORA through volunteered time and donations. I am constantly humbled by the good people in Marion County for all they do. Though they hail from all walks of life, they are hardworking, honest and forthright residents who are willing to defend the area they love.

In short, good Americans. I salute you all.

The last year has been a busy one, with SORA successfully defending the rights of owners of rural properties near the Jumbolair expansion project and the RaceTrac fueling station in the heart of the FPA. We successfully worked with Golden Ocala’s Jockey Club to reduce the impact of this grandfathered piece of property, reducing its impact on the area significantly.  

With the historic teaming up of other nonprofits such as Horse Farms Forever and Ocala Horse Alliance, we have made our presence known. We don’t always agree, but our commitment to the health of the county trumps any differences we have. I look forward to a long alliance with these and other groups.

As April is Farmland Preservation Month, it wouldn’t be complete without a Farmland Preservation Festival, which SORA has hosted since 2008. On April 13, we return to Majestic Oaks Ocala, 17500 N U.S. 441, Reddick. Please mark your calendar and come out and celebrate our heritage with many vendors, kid activities, live music, and raffle items. It’s sure to be fun for everyone.

Hope to see you soon!
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      Protecting rural lands with land development code changes

      Editor’s Note : When this article was initially published in print, the third hearing date was incorrect. The final third public hearing on the LDC change is scheduled for 5:30 on April 16.

With developers coveting the nearly 200,000 acres of largely unspoiled property within Marion County’s Farmland Preservation Area, county officials will soon consider proposed limits on what kinds of commercial projects would be allowed on the many farms and rolling pastures sitting in the heart of the “Horse Capital of the World.”

On March 19, Marion County commissioners held the second of three required public hearings on an application by the nonprofit group Horse Farms Forever (HFF) to amend the county’s Land Development Code. The amendment seeks to refine the Rural Commercial zoning designation and spell out what would be the appropriate use of parcels in rural areas.

Notably, the HFF amendment—while in response to the RaceTrac application, see related story—will not apply retroactively to that project, only to future requests. 

The HFF proposal aims to limit uses for rural property that now is zoned for some commercial use, including whether owners could apply for a proposed Rural Commercial (RC-1) designation. It also states current agriculture-zoned parcels could be not rezoned as Rural Commercial. 

Only 20 parcels in Marion County carry the Rural Commercial zoning designation. Of those, 14 are vacant land, three are residential, one has an office associated with Southeast Milk Inc., one is a pallet refurbishment business and one is a church. 

The amendment limits, but does not prohibit, select commercial uses in the FPA. Under the proposal, businesses such as those that sell and repair tractors and other farm equipment, veterinary offices and riding academies would be allowed. A mom-and-pop bait shop would be allowed; a massive Bass Pro Shops outlet, would not.

In a sparsely attended Jan. 24 meeting, members of the county Land Development Regulation Commission (LDRC), a county advisory board, voted 5-0 to send the revised and shortened version of the HFF amendment to the BOCC. It reads: “The Rural Commercial classification is intended to provide for limited agricultural related commercial uses that would be appropriate on Rural Lands not located in a Rural Activity Center. All undeveloped parcels located in the Rural Lands may be eligible to rezone to this classification and must do so prior to applying for development approval.” 

Revised amendment language proposed by HFF

Ken Weyrauch, deputy director of Growth Services, said at the Jan. 24 Planning & Zoning Commission meeting that HFF has been working closely with his department to craft the amendment language. The staff report recommended approval of the proposed HFF application language.

The HFF application reads, in part, “Based on extensive and detailed discussion with Growth Services staff, the RC-1 zoning classification was created with the original intent that all legacy commercial parcels within the Rural Lands (i.e., parcels having commercial zoning classifications that predated the adoption of the Comprehensive Plan and the Rural future land use designation) would rezone to RC-1 prior to seeking development approval. The intent was not for the RC-1 zoning classification to create additional commercial uses in the Rural Lands by rezoning agriculturally zoned properties.”

Matt Brockway, the attorney representing HFF, said the proposed amendment “best embodies the original intent behind the RC-1 zoning district and is consistent with the (comprehensive) plan.”  

Attorney Robert Batsel represents RaceTrac, which seeks to build a gas station, convenience store and truck fueling stop on 11 acres at the southwest corner of County Road 326 and U.S. 441/301. Batsel resigned from the LDRC last fall to avoid conflicts of interest and was the sole person to speak during public comments on this item. Batsel said the suggested language from HFF was too limiting.

“The effect of this proposed change eliminates a property owner’s right to even apply for rezoning to Rural Commercial,’’ he said. “This would apply to all ag-zoned property in the rural lands throughout Marion County, not just the Farmland Preservation Area. They (property owners) should at least have the right to apply. 

“Some parcels out in the rural lands that are ag related may be appropriate for commercial use,” Batsel continued. “And we have examples of that in the rural lands. This district is unique and allows for low-intensity commercial uses that benefit rural residents and serve the daily basic needs of residents. This (proposed amendment) is taking a sledgehammer to the issue.”

The LDRC Chair David Tillman is also president of the Marion County Building Industry Association and owns Tillman & Associates Engineering LLC, a firm that represents many of the development projects in Marion County. 

At the meeting, he, said, “I see the necessity for the protections that occurs there. But my problem is that the language for section A basically strips the rights of anybody that has rural land and has an agricultural designation and prevents them from asking for this zoning. (It says) we’re going to limit the rural areas’ ability to put in commercial areas where potentially they would be somewhat necessary for people to receive goods and services.” 

Speaking with the “Gazette” in March after the January LRDC meeting, Tillman said that he personally, his engineering firm Tillman & Associates Engineering and the MCBIA “totally get” why the FPA is important. “We know that’s why a lot of people come here,” for that protected land and the equine uses. But the HFF amended language is far too restrictive, he said. 

LDRC did line-by-line discussion and revisions

During its 75-minute discussion, LDRC members went through the application line by line, revising the intent language and proposed uses. They struck several items from the proposed uses section, including sporting goods shops, concerned that something as large as a Bass Pro Shop would apply, which they felt would be inappropriate for the area. However, a small bait and tackle operation would be allowed, they said. Other items that were struck were gun stores; professional offices; and restaurants with drive-thru windows.  

Commercial usages that would be appropriate under the HFF application and that the LDRC approved include agricultural chemical and fertilizer sales; agricultural farm equipment, tools, implements, machinery, including lease, repair; blacksmith or farrier shops; riding academies; farm irrigation, equipment sales, installation, and repair; farm produce, sales, packing, crating, shipping, retail, wholesale; farm supplies including seed, feed, fertilizer, fencing posts and tack; hatchery, fish, or fowl, wholesale; horse trailers and farm wagons, including repair; plant nursery, retail, wholesale; and veterinary office and supplies. 

Tim Gant, president of Save Our Rural Area, or SORA, commented by email about the HFF proposal.

“Without this amendment, these instances will continue to plague the county with unwarranted and unwanted development. If the amendment is changed, it won’t negate the RaceTrac application as it can’t be applied retroactively.”

Gant, who plans to attend the March 19 hearing along with SORA members and neighbors, said, “This commission is well aware of the existential threat to the FPA that (the RaceTrac) application has to the continuing of the FPA. Our hope is they will see it as such, and both deny the application and move the (HFF) amendment forward to be ratified.”

The third and final hearing must be held in the evening and is slated for 5:30 p.m. on April 16.
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Support community journalism

The first goal of the Ocala Gazette is to deliver trustworthy local journalism so corruption, misinformation and abuse are not hidden from the public or unchallenged.









We count on community support to continue this important work. Please donate or subscribe:
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