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Annual barbecue and blues festival is 
the signature event for the 

Zephyrhills Chamber of Commerce

 Of all the events and activities put on by the Zephyrhills 
Chamber of Commerce, none are more popular than Pigz 
in Z’hills. The 13th annual barbecue and blues festival took 
place Friday and Saturday at the city’s venue, adjacent to the 
Zephyrhills Municipal Airport.
 Despite a bit of chilly weather, crowds came out for the 
chamber’s signature event, which raises funds for youth and 
educational programs.
 “The cold air was a welcome change for everyone, es-
pecially paired with the warm sun,” said chamber president 
Vicki Wiggins, who is the fi rst head of the chamber to help or-
ganize the event after former president Melonie Monson did 
so for the previous eight years. “Overall, feedback has been 
positive and those in attendance really enjoyed the day and 
the music.”
 This actually marked the second year back for the event, 
which was skipped in 2021 due, in part, to the coronavirus 
pandemic. Traditionally held in January, last year’s festival 
took place in March in a move to accommodate a sanctioned 
state barbecue competition.
 “January is our traditional time of year to hold the Pigz in 
Z’hills Festival and it’s a great way to start the year off  for both 
our permanent and visiting residents,” Wiggins said. “Fewer 
events in neighboring areas helps bring in great vendors and 
blues talent.
 As for the future of the festival, it most likely will continue 
its January tradition.
 “We will likely keep the event in January since it is the 
kick-off  to festival season,” Wiggins said. “In fact, one of our 
festival guests was so excited that this was her fi rst festival of 
the year, and she was having a blast.”
 While there was no sanctioned barbecue competition this 
year, there was a KidZ Grillin’ competition. Five pit masters 
mentored 30 boys and girls with the top fi nishers, listed from 
fi rst through 10th, as follows: Eli Edgeman, Michaela Marti-
nez, Brock Jarrett, Keelyn Boyd, tie between Aspen Bahr and 
Noah Ringeisen, Brayden Fey, Zhi Anna Harris, Preston Pineo 

and Gabe Kline.
 Also on the grounds a cornhole tournament took place, 
just northeast of the stage, for a sixth straight year. In all, 16 
teams competed, marking a slight decrease from last year’s 
numbers.
 “I think the weather kind of kept people away,” said Ryan 
Schwartzkpf, the tournament director and owner of Tampa 
Bay Cornhole.
 Schwartzkopf said he puts on about 60 tourneys a year 
statewide. While there are quite a few in the west central Flor-
ida region tourneys have taken place as far away as Miami, 
Jacksonville and the panhandle. 
 “We love this festival,” he said. “Any time you can run a 
tournament with a festival, there’s nothing better.”
 That sentiment was shared by Lamar Marshall, the owner 
of Smoke Shack BBQ in Columbus, Ohio who has shown up 
for all of the Pigz in Z’Hills festivals.
 “The sun,” said Marshall, citing the primary draw for 
coming to Zephyrhills each year.
 Under a tent near the stage was Monson, with a banner 
advertising her run for mayor. Gene Whitfi eld, the city’s long-
time mayor is stepping down this year with Monson and Nick 
Deford, pastor of the First Church of the Nazarene of Zephyr-
hills, announcing their candidacy so far. Both are political 
newcomers.
 “I’ve talked about it for years. When Gene was ready to re-
tire I decided to step in,” Monson said of her intentions. “With 
the chamber I’ve been an ambassador for this city for the past 
eight years, so I feel like I’ve got the experience and the know-
how.”
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station.

13th year for Pigz in Z’hills Welcome Back
The Zephyrhills News graciously welcomes back our winter 

visitors returning from places up north in the United States, Can-
ada and elsewhere.
 This special section is published annually to provide you 
with updates on primary news, events and various changes 
within the city and surrounding areas you might have missed 
while you were away. 
 We are now three years into the return of somewhat normal-
cy following the unfortunate aff ects of the coronarivus pandem-
ic. Local businesses have picked up and numerous activities have 
resumed within the city, as well as the surrounding areas.
 Here are some of the top stories we ran in The Zephyrhills 
News while many of you were gone:
 As is the case for many expanding municipalities in a state 
that keeps growing and growing, Zephyrhills has experienced its 
share of expansion and welcomed new businesses and facilities.
 Renovations for Zephyr Park and Hercules Park, the latter of 
which has gone from being owned by the city to the school dis-
trict and back to the city, fi nally have master plans. The 12-acre 
park where the Hercules Powder Company once stood had its 
groundbreaking in December.
 Another notable development featured a symbolic ribbon-
cutting for the new Zephyrhills VA Clinic off  Eiland Boulevard. 
That long-awaited 14,000-square foot facility provides needed 
services to U.S. veterans and was a collaborative eff ort between 
state legislators, city and county offi  cials and developers.
 Aside from various housing developments within and just 
outside the city are ongoing projects such as sidewalk improve-
ments, wastewater and airport expansions and upgrades.
 On a related note, a rebranding campaign got under way to 
emphasize the City of Pure Water and the city’s millage rate of 
6.25 was set for fi scal 2023-24.
 In local politics, two familiar people switched to diff erent 
roles within the city. With Gene Whitfi eld stepping down as the 
mayor, Melonie Bahr Monson, formerly the executive director of 
the Greater Zephyrhills Chamber of Commerce, won an election 
for that vacancy. Plus, Steve Spina was elected to the city council 
after having twice been the city manager.
 The city’s police force expanded with six new offi  cers sworn 
in by Chief Derek Brewer. They were: Juanita Gonzalez, Karly 
Crews, Colton Nelson, Mariah Hamilton, Phillip Martin and Paul 
Gonzalez.
 As for fun local events, Pigz in Z’hills celebrated its 13th year. 
The annual barbecue and blues festival is the signature event for 
the Greater Zephyrhills Chamber of Commerce, which doled out 
its annual awards and installed new offi  cers at a banquet themed: 
It happened on 5th Avenue.
 In neighboring Dade City, the Pioneer Florida Museum and 
Village continued to host events like the Raising Cane and Moon-
shine Festival. The Founder’s Day Parade returned to down-
town following a two-year hiatus and was changed to an eve-
ning event.
 Other noteworthy downtown events included the annual 
Christmas Parade and a downtown block party for Fire Preven-
tion Week.

The Zephyrhills News extended its longstanding place in the 
community by celebrating its 112th anniversary. Publisher/edi-
tor Jan Linville continues to focus on the best local news cover-
age. Reporters Steve Lee, Andy Warrener and Susan Slater bring 
you that information every week.
 Sales manager Theresa LeBlanc helps advertisers promote 
their businesses and products.  Elizabeth Sanczel is the graphic 
artist, Josephine Light and Wendy McElroy are our receptionists, 
Cindy DeMatteo is the accounting manager and James Bannon 
oversees circulation.

Annual barbecue and blues festival is 
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and Gabe Kline.

Above: Among the 30 boys and girls to compete in the Kidz 
Grillin’ contest, these kids finished in the top 10.
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Pioneer Florida Museum’s 
fi rst event of 2023 is the 

Raising Cane and 
Moonshine Festival

 As always, the fi rst event of the year at Pio-
neer Florida Museum was the Raising Cane and 
Moonshine Festival. Of course, the most pop-
ular area was the barn at the northwest corner 
of the grounds where sugar cane syrup is tradi-
tionally boiled.
 The Southern Syrup-makers tasting com-
petition, in which visitors sample the syrup 
and vote for their favorites, highlighted last Sat-
urday’s event. And the perfect food to put the 
syrup on were the hoecakes, made of corn and 
cooked over a fi re by members of Not A Clue 
Adventures near the cane mill.
 “I doubled everything from last year. More 
people came out,” said Jeanene Arrington-Fish-
er, lead guide and owner of Not A Clue Adven-
tures.
 Items she went through included eight 
pounds of corn meal mix, four pounds of cof-
fee and two large cans of pork and beans. While 
several people waited in line for more of those 
items, Arrington-Fisher said, “Everyone was so 
nice.”
 “I’ve had those cakes before,” said Plant 
City’s Angela Pestana, who along with her hus-
band George has come to several festivals in the 
past. “They’re delicious.”
 There are, however, a few new twists. 
Moonshine, which was added last year, returns 

and the Cosmic Riot Fire Dancers made their de-
but at the festival.
 “We were just looking for something extra 
to bring more people in,” Stephanie Black, ex-
ecutive director for the museum and village, 
said of adding moonshine to the event. “We’ve 
tried diff erent things over the years and we 
just decided we would try it because we have a 
moonshine display (near the general store on 
the main walkway). It was very successful, so 
we’re looking for another great day.”
 As for the fi re dancers, they worked for sev-
eral years with the Royal Caribbean Cruise Line 
and most recently were featured on the televi-
sion show, So You Think You Can Dance.
 Moonshine was added this year with an 
appearance by master distiller Alfredo Pena, 
who spoke to visitors at the gazebo. Pena, better 
known as the Cuban Cowboy, appeared on The 
Discovery Channel’s series, Moonshiners Mas-
ter Distiller, and won the competition.
 The Tarpon Springs Distillery also was 
represented. Members of that distillery served 
small portions to crowds that waited in line for a 
taste.
 “That’ll warm you up,” said Jonathan Dur-
ham, dressed in a heavy, long coat on the brisk 
day.
 Other food served up included pulled pork, 
yellow rice and black beans. There also were 
vendors in tents and trucks doling out baked 
goods, French fries, chili, burgers and more.
 Pena was not the only speaker. Others 
spoke about sugar cane, relaying the history and 
process of making the sweet liquid, at the Mabel 
Jordan Barn.
 Down near the sugar caning area was Mike 
Peacock, an instructor with Molly’s Hatchet in 
Zephyrhills. He lined people up in tandems as 
they tried their hands at axe throwing against 
wooden boards with bullseyes.
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Left: Visitors 
were treated to 
a demonstation 
on cane syrup 
making.

Right: Jeanene 
Arrington-

Fisher made 
hoecakes over 

a fire as people 
waited in line 

for the tasty 
treats.

STEVE LEE

Cane and moonshine highlight festival
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 At one point, Michael McDowell of Lake-
land and Jim Padel of Winter Springs took turns 
throwing axes. Not surprisingly, Padel, who has 
thrown axes in the past, wound up hitting more 
targets and making the axe stick in the wood 
more often than McDowell.
 “It’s getting a chance to do something you 
don’t do all the time,” said Padel, adding that he 
tries it about once a year.

 There was musical entertainment as well 
with Geared Up Band playing at the Gazebo. 
Plus, the Barking Dogs played old-time music.
 Next up at the museum and village is a re-
enactment of the 1864 Hernando County Raid, 
a Florida Civil War Living History event on Jan. 
28.

Above: Sugar Cane is stacked and ready to run through the machine before grinding.
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First celebration of city’s 
incorporation following a 

two-year hiatus makes for a 
festive Saturday

 A longstanding tradition that began in 1911 
united the community with a bevy of activities 
on Saturday. The 112th Founders’ Day celebra-
tion, a Main Street Zephyrhills event highlight-
ed by an evening parade for a change, took place 
downtown.
 It marked the fi rst parade to recognize the 
city’s incorporation after a two-year hiatus.
 Last year’s parade and downtown celebra-
tion were eliminated due to a scheduling confl ict 
with the Pigz n’ Zhills Barbecue and Blues Festi-
val, which is organized annually by the Zephyr-
hills Chamber of Commerce. The 2021 tradition-
al event did not take place due to restrictions put 
in place during the coronavirus pandemic.
 Either way, the downtown festival and pa-
rade were revived and people seemed glad 
about that. Like Lori Murphy and her boyfriend 
Randy Grelcik, snowbirds from Ontario who 
winter in Zephyrhills and have been to their 

share of downtown activities.
 “We love this little square,” Murphy said 
after dancing with Grelcik to songs played by 
Time Travelers at the Eiland Bandstand. “We 
came down early enough for the Christmas Pa-
rade this year.”
 Main Street, or 5th Avenue, was fi lled with 
people walking up and down before the parade 
made its way along the downtown route. Young 
and old alike, from near and far, visited shops 
along the street and stopped at various vendor 
booths.
 “It’s special because it’s community; it’s a 
hometown experience,” said Erin Beasley, exec-
utive director for Main Street Zephyrhills. “Peo-
ple come out and value where they live. It’s nice 
to be a part of that.”
 Jaylene Herrera, social media intern with 
Main Street Zephyrhills, recorded the down-
town activities. In all, Beasley said there were 
55 vendors along the downtown streets with 35 
fl oats or groups taking part in the parade.
Longtime emcee Greg First was replaced by 
Matthew Page, who using a microphone intro-
duced the fl oats and groups as they came down 
Main Street. Page is a history teacher who coach-
es cross country and track at Zephyrhills High.
 “Honestly, I was kind of shocked,” he said 
of being requested to emcee the parade. “This is 
cool. It’s a great opportunity.” 
 Judges for the parade were familiar to many 

BY STEVE LEE
March 9, 2023
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Patrol 
marched 
with a large 
American 
flag.
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Founder’s Day Parade changed to an evening event
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local residents. Historical buff  and local author 
Madonna Wise was joined on a makeshift stage 
along the roadside near the town square by Eri-
ca Freeman, a board member of the Zephyrhills 
Historical Association, and Amanda Eskelund 
of Babcock Furniture.
 Among the fl oats was The Zephyrhills News  
one, which marks the fi rst time the weekly 
newspaper had a fl oat in the parade since 2013.
 “It was fun to be part of the parade once 
again,” said Jan Linville, publisher of the oldest 
weekly newspaper in the state. “We’re all excit-
ed about joining the community in celebrating 
Zephyrhills’ birthday.”
 Joining Linville on the fl oat behind a truck 
driven by circulation manager Jim Bannon were 
several employees, relatives and friends. In-
cluded were: Jeff rey Hawes, Lauren Whitley, 

Theresa and Shane LeBlanc, along with their 
granddaughter Aalayah, Susan Slater, Josephine 
Light, Stacie Hartwig, as well as Ashley, Bonnie 
and Lucy Creekbaum.
 That fl oat ranked among the top award 
winners by the judges. It got the Best Business 
award. Best of Show went to Kids Corner.
 The other winners included: Best Theme, 
West Zephyrhills Elementary; Best Costume, 
Zephyrhills Little League; Best Walking Unit, 
Zephyrhills High Marching Band; Best Vehicles, 
Zephyrhills Sanitation and Utilities; and Best 
Club, Civil Air Patrol.
 Earlier in the afternoon, aside from the 
booths downtown, the Zephyrhills Historical 
Museum hosted an open House at the Depot 
Museum off  South Avenue.

local residents. Historical buff  and local author Theresa and Shane LeBlanc, along with their 

share of downtown activities.

Right: The 
Zephyrhills 
News crew, 
consisting 

of family 
and friends, 

threw 
beads and 

candy from 
the float 
that was 

part of the 
Founder’s 

Day Parade.

Above: Zephyrhills Little League ballplayers are 
always a part of the local downtown parades.

Right: The parade’s grand marshal, Zephyrhills 
High’s Senior Class President Caitlyn Eudy, rode 

in the parade with Tatem Chase of the school’s 
National Honor Society.



Informative sessions at B&B 
Theater in the Wesley 

Chapel retail center go over 
well with local seniors

 The message was abundantly clear for a re-
cent community event at the B&B Theater at The 
Groves. The Thrive Over 55 Senior Expo aff ord-
ed visitors with plenty of tools and information, 
not to mention goodie bags, to do just that — 
thrive.
 The April 5 event, held in the morning at 
one of the largest shopping centers in the Wes-
ley Chapel area lured people from Zephyrhills, 
Dade City, Wesley Chapel and Land O’ Lakes, 
not to mention outlying areas in northern Hills-
borough and Hernando counties.
 The primary objective was to provide re-
sources and information from businesses 
throughout the local communities for those 55 
and older. Breakfast and lunch were served as 
well at the free event.
 After attending the expo, two sisters — Bet-
ty Wiles, a snowbird from Ohio who spends her 
winters in Zephyrhills, and Sue Delmar, who 
also spends her winters in Zephyrhills but soon 

will be headed back to her home in Indiana — 
spoke highly of how much information they 
gained. 
 “It was very nice,” Delmar said. “There was 
a lot of information.”
 For her part, Wiles liked the fact that an expo 
off ers such a wealth of information for diff erent 
things all in one location at one time frame.
 “It saves you a lot of trips,” she said. “We 
enjoyed it a lot. They off ered a lot of information 
and a lot of free stuff .”
 Added Dawn Carlson of Zephyrhills, “I 
think (the expo is) a real good idea, especially 
for people who don’t know where to go to fi nd 
just a regular doctor.”
 Among the numerous booths and tables for 
various products and services were several in 
the medical fi eld. That included a representative 
from the Moffi  tt Cancer Center in Tampa, vari-
ous health and insurance providers, along with 
AdventHealth with hospitals in Zephyrhills, 
Dade City and Wesley Chapel.
 Greeting people at a table for Del Webb, a 
55 and over active adult community in Land O’ 
Lakes, were company representatives Courtney 
Bardes and Renee Gatian.
 “It’s defi nitely an advantage from a market-
ing aspect,” Bardes said of the expo’s concept.
 “It’s just to get our name out there and 
about what we do,” Gatian added.
 The expo was right up the alley for Luxury 
Bath Technologies with Heather Smith saying, 
“We do nothing but community outreach like 

BY STEVE LEE
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The Groves hosts Thrive Over 55 Expo
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this.”
 While most people heard about the expo 
through social media or other outlets, Margaret 
Guriel and her friend Donna Duren, both from 
New Tampa, were simply out shopping at The 
Groves when a passerby informed them about 
it.
 “This is wonderful,” Guriel said. “It’s not 
often that you see a movie theater with all kinds 
of information booths for seniors. Plus, we got 
our morning coff ee.”
 “Too bad they didn’t have this more often,” 
Duren said. “A lot of people I know would come 
to these things if they had them all the time.”
 Checking people in at the door were three 

members — president Barbara Bird, along with 
Patti Griffi  ng and Nancy Tokarz — of the Amer-
ican Legion Post 108 Ladies Auxiliary.
 The post is new and located in Land O’ 
Lakes with the expo being one of the fi rst events 
members of that group took part in. Bill Jaxhei-
mer, vice commander of Post 108, was there as 
well.
 Asked what people leaving the theater 
thought of the expo, Tokarz responded, “They 
seem very happy and grateful. They’re going 
out with bags of goodies. The vendors seem 
happy too.”

Above: AdventHealth, which has hospitals in Zephyrhills, Dade City and Wesley Chapel, had 
one of several booths related to the medical field.

Above: There was plenty of room for visitors to walk around and check out booths and tables 
in the theater’s lobby.
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Monson replaces former 
mayor Gene Whitfi eld and 

Steve Spina defeats 
incumbent Alan Knight for a 

city council seat

 Zephyrhills welcomed a new mayor and a 
city councilman after last week’s municipal elec-
tions that featured fi ve candidates overall. The 
Alice Hall Community Center polling location 
stayed open until 7 p.m. on April 11 to allow lo-
cal residents to cast their ballots.
 Melonie Bahr Monson won among three 
candidates vying for mayor while Alan Knight 
lost his Council Seat 2 to Steve Spina, formerly 
a two-time city manager. The mayor’s race in-
cluded challengers Nick Deford, a local pas-
tor, and businessman Martin Harm. Spina and 
Knight, the incumbent, sought the council seat.

 Monson garnered 59 percent of the votes, 
well ahead of Deford’s 32 percent and Harm’s 
nine. Spina tallied 61 percent of the vote com-
pared to Knight’s 39. Knight, who had been in 
the Pasco County School District for 35 years as 
a teacher and coach, has resided in Zephyrhills 
for more than 50 years.
 Bob Winters, president of the Zephyrhills 
Volunteer Fire Rescue Association and a com-
munity leader who sold Winters’ Mobile Home 
Park in 2020, was among many locals who at-
tended the recent debates at the community cen-
ter in Zephyr Park.
 On the council result, he said, “We couldn’t 
have gone bad with Steve or coach. It was a win-
win there.
 As for the mayor’s race, Winters noted that 
Monson, formerly the executive director of the 
Greater Zephyrhills Chamber of Commerce, 
was an ideal candidate.
 “I think she’s extremely qualifi ed,” he said. 
“She can walk into that job very well. I think 
she’s ideal. She’s really involved.”
 For her part, seeking the role of mayor is 
something Monson said has been in the works 
for the past 10 years.
 “I actually started joking with my grand-

BY STEVE LEE
April 20, 2023

Above: Melonie Monson, shown with her mother Edna 
by her side, celebrates after being voted in as the new 
mayor.
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Melonie Monson and Steve Spina win 
municipal elections
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Above: Melonie Monson, shown with her mother Edna Above: Melonie Monson, shown with her mother Edna Above: Melonie Monson, shown with her mother Edna 

kids about 10 years ago,” she said. “I knew that, 
fi ve years ago, when (Whitfi eld) retired that I 
would do it. The stars aligned.”
 Monson chose to have her election night 
celebration at the Sarah Vande Berg Tennis & 
Wellness Center off  Simons Road.
 “It was so great,” she said of celebrating the 
results there on election night. “We wanted to 
have it there so I could show off  the venue.”
 Surrounded by family and friends, exclud-
ing her late father Ron Bahr who passed away in 
2020, Monson shared an observation from that 
night: “I don’t think I’ve seen my mom (Edna 
Bahr) smile so much in years.”
 Spina celebrated on election night at the Sil-
verado Golf and Country Club. He is a resident 
of Silver Oaks.
 “It feels good,” he said.
 Monson plans to meet soon with Whitfi eld 
“to fi nd out all the ins and outs,” she said, add-
ing, “The things I’ve done for the past 10 years 
have prepared me for this.”
 Spina, who is very well familiar with the 

city and its inner workings as a longtime ad-
ministrator, will now seat in the row of council 
members. He had semi-retired, serving part of 
last year as an interim city manager in Temple 
Terrace.
 Still, being up there with council members 
will give Spina a diff erent perspective, which he 
is looking forward to.
 “It will be a lot diff erent. You’re looking at 
things at kind of a diff erent level,” Spina said 
while manning a Zephyrhills Noon Rotary 
booth last Saturday at the Music & Motorcyles 
event sponsored by Main Street Zephyrhills. 
“Running was an experience. I’ve never done 
that before. That was totally diff erent.”
 Spina said he “felt good” about his chanc-
es of winning the council seat. “I was out there. 
The best part was talking to people and hearing 
what they had to say.”

Left: Mike Prenderville and newly 
elected councilman Steve Spina sit 
alongside one another at a booth 
for the Zephyrhills Noon Rotary 
Club during the recent Music & 
Motorcycles event in downtown 
Zephyrhills.

Right: Newly elected city councilman Steve Spina 
(second from right in front row) and Melonie Monson, 

the city’s new mayor (in dark hair, glasses and black 
sweater two seats to Spina’s right) attended a rebranding 

meeting in council chambers at city hall.



Council chambers were full 
to the gills for a meeting
discussing Zephyr Park 

renovations

 It was standing room only last Thursday for 
the Zephyrhills Parks & Recreation meeting to 
discuss proposals and concept design for Zeph-
yr Park. If there’s a way to engage the public in 
Zephyrhills, set a meeting to discuss options for 
improving parks in the community. There was 
not a seat to be had in the house. Residents, city 
offi  cials and journalists crammed the council 
chambers. 
 In a dose of irony, newly-elected Mayor 
Melonie Monson Bahr and councilman Steve 
Spina were present at the meeting. The throngs 
of people that came out for the meeting, stayed 
at home during the election. A dismal, embar-
rassing really, 9.86 percent of the voting elector-
ate even bothered to cast a ballot for the new 
municipal positions. Nevertheless, the commu-
nity was out and it was engaged on Thursday 
night. 
 The meeting began as most city meetings 
do, with a call to order, an invocation and pledge 
of allegiance. It then jumped headlong into the 
concept plan for Zephyr Park. The project is a 
CRA project and CRA Director Gail Hamil-
ton made some of the opening comments. Talk 

about renovating the park emerged back in May 
of 2016 when an initial open house was held to 
fl oat ideas and garner public feedback. In 2018, 
a concept master plan was developed for the 34-
acre site. Since then, the CRA has tapped an en-
gineer and collated dozens if not hundreds of re-
sponses from the public that have helped shape 
the decisions going into the project. 
 Some interesting statistics that emerged 
were: the majority of people (35-38 percent) visit 
the park once a month, 40 percent bring a dog 
with them when they visit, 68 percent stay at the 
park between 30 and 90 minutes, 63 percent use 
the park for walking and/or exercise, the top 
amenities people wanted to see with the renova-
tion were better bathrooms and more trees. Some 
more results of the survey highlighted that peo-
ple want biking options, better handicap access, 
boating/paddling options. There were results 
based on what style of amenities people would 
prefer. They seemed to be in favor of more mod-
ern than traditional playground equipment (42 
to 24 percent). They seemed in favor of an in-
tegrated splash pad (highest percentage of 51); 
integrated being a number of features all inte-
grated into the water system. All sorts of other 
options were presented, like what types of pa-
vilions people liked, which types of shade struc-
tures they preferred, which types of boating op-
tions were preferred. 
 Once the presentation was fi nished, it was 
time for the public to make their voices heard. 
Zephyrhills City Manager William Poe Jr. 
jumped in front of the comment section stipulat-
ing that one - the tennis courts weren’t moving 
and two - the veterans memorial wasn’t going 
anywhere. This had already been stated twice 
in the meeting. Poe would make it a third time. 

BY ANDY WARRENER
May 4, 2023

Above: A panoramic view of the council chambers reveals a packed house for Thursday’s 
meeting.

City hall swamped for parks and 
recreation meeting
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Naturally, the fi rst few residents that came up to 
speak bemoaned the tennis courts and the veter-
ans memorial moving. 
 “This is the fi rst of many meetings regard-
ing what we want to see in our park,” Hamilton 
said. 
 There were, however, some meaningful con-
tributions to the discussion. Committee member 
Norman Scheurman noted that there were lim-
ited options for high and middle school-aged 
children in the park. 
 Erica Freeman brought up a salient point 
that upkeep is a present problem and that what-
ever changes were made, the city would need 
to adequately staff  the park to maintain it. Both 
maintenance and high/middle school amenities 
were echoed throughout the meeting. 
 “We don’t maintain what we have now,” 
Freeman said. 

 Wendy Henderson brought up the notion of 
a community garden. 
 Michelle Guard brought up the problem of 
homeless people populating and disturbing the 
peace at the park. Her demand for better police 
presence in the park was also echoed by other 
members of the community. 
 “They (homeless) are troublemakers and 
something needs to be done,” Guard said. “I’ve 
seen policemen down there twice in the last 
year-and-a-half.”
 Each resident that waited their turn got their 
two minutes before the committee, the CRA and 
several members of city council. If nothing else, 
it was a great moment of residents getting to-
gether for something. 
 It is also, as Hamilton said, one of many 
meetings on the subject.

Above: A map of the proposed plan 
for Zephyr Park. 

Right: An areial veiw of 
Zephyr Park.
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Long-awaited 
14,000-square-foot building 

off  Eiland Boulevard 
provides needed services to 

local U.S. veterans

 At long last, the new Veterans’ Administra-
tion Clinic in Zephyrhills, which had a ground-
breaking ceremony in June of 2019, is targeted 
for a May 16 opening. A symbolic ribbon-cutting 
took place last Saturday at the 14,000-square-
foot facility at 37827 Eiland Blvd.
 Taking place on the same day that so many 
people around the world tuned into the histor-
ical coronation of King Charles III at Bucking-
ham Palace, one of the speakers at Saturday’s lo-
cal event off ered a diff erent perspective that was 
well- received.
 “If I get a choice of being at a ribbon-cutting 
for our veterans or at a coronation, I’ll be at a 
ribbon-cutting for our veterans all day,” said Joe 
Battle, James A. Haley Veteran’s Hospital’s for-
mer director, who thanked the community for 
its unwavering support and added that veter-

ans are “sacred.”
 Scheduled to be the keynote speaker, con-
gressman Gus Bilirakis, who pushed strongly 
for federal funding to get the clinic built, was 
unable to attend due to the recent passing of his 
brother. Dr. Emmanuel Bilirakis worked at the 
VA Clinic in New Port Richey.
 Instead, David K. Dunning JAHVH’s exec-
utive director, read a few words on the behalf of 
the congressman, a staunch advocate of veter-
ans.
 “This truly represents a huge win for the lo-
cal veteran community that has been waiting for 
years,” Dunning read Bilirakis’ words. “I am so 
proud that we can open the doors to this facility. 
Many services that veterans need are now under 
one roof.”
 “We care about the veterans and our na-
tion,” said Major General James S. “Hammer” 
Hartsell, executive director of the Florida De-
partment of Veterans’ Aff airs.
 Among the numerous services provided to 
veterans at the new facility, which replaces the 
old outpatient clinic off  U.S. 301, are audiology, 
physical therapy, podiatry, a pharmacy, wom-
en’s health, telehealth and others. There also will 
be additional rooms for patient exams and men-
tal health.
 Ron Oakley, a Pasco County Commission-
er serving the east side of the county, noted the 
need for hospitals and veterans’ clinics, which 
include a recently opened facility in New Port 

BY STEVE LEE
May 11, 2023

Above: The ribbon-cutting ceremony took place in front of the new Veterans’ 
Administration Clinic on Eiland Boulevard.

Right: Among the longtime veterans happy to attend the ceremony were George 
Bishop, who is in a wheelchair and served two tours in Vietnam, and Major General 

James Hartsell, executive director of the Florida Department of Veterans’ Affairs.
STEVE LEE

Zephyrhills VA Clinic hosts ribbon-cutting
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Richey with work under way on another one in 
Lakeland.
 “As we become more and more of a premier 
county we have to have these services for our se-
niors and our veterans,” he said.
 “We owe (veterans) much, but mostly we 
owe them a place in our hearts,” added David 
Isaacks, director of the Veteran Integrated Ser-
vices, Network.
 The Marine Corps League Color Guard’s 
708 chapter from Spring Hill kicked off  the cer-
emony before chaplain Roosevelt Hanna put the 
new facility in proper perspective.
 “We claim this place as healing ground; 
physically, spiritually and emotionally,” he said.
 Of the color guard members, Terrence 
Dunne earned special praise during the cere-
mony. He is a Vietnam Veteran with fi ve purple 
hearts and a bronze star.

 Another veteran, 74-year-old George Bish-
op who is wheelchair-bound and had a career in 
the Air Force, passed out pamphlets before the 
ceremony.
 “I’m proud to be a part of this,” said Bishop, 
who did two tours in Vietnam and one in Thai-
land.
 Several local offi  cials were in attendance, 
including city manager Billy Poe, newly elected 
mayor Melonie Monson-Bahr, city councilman 
Ken Burgess and Steve Spina, the former city 
manager recently elected to a city council seat. 
 “To have this type of facility in Zephyrhills 
is huge for our community,” said Poe, whose lat-
er father William spent 42 years in the Army Re-
serves.
 In all, there are 1.5 million veterans in Flor-
ida. The new facility will primarily serve veter-
ans in east Pasco.

Above: The ribbon-cutting ceremony took place in front of the new Veterans’ 

Below: The Marine Corps League Color Guard 708, a chapter 
out of Spring Hill, gets ready to kick off Saturday’s ceremony.

Right: Dignitaries on stage 
stand for the pledge of 

allegiance.

Richey with work under way on another one in  Another veteran, 74-year-old George Bish-



Zephyrhills Elks honor the 
American Flag during a 

ceremony held at the lodge

 The annual services of the Zephyrhills 
Elks commemorating the birth of the American 
Flag was held June 14, Flag Day. The ceremony 
opened with changing colors while the JROTC, 
led by Sergeant Smith, posted colors and the 
Zephyrhills VFW Post 8154 Honor Guard con-
ducted their rifl e salute and played “Taps.” 
 The Meaning of the 13 Folds of the Flag was 
read by Elks Lodge Exalted Ruler, Marie Vesta 
while the JROTC folded the fl ag. Each fold has a 
symbolic meaning of life, remembrance, tribute, 
and loyalty. The folded fl ag takes on the appear-
ance of a cocked hat, reminding us of the sol-
diers who served under General George Wash-
ington and the Sailors and Marines, who fought 
to preserve the rights, privileges and freedoms 
we enjoy today. 
 Vesta opened the ceremony by singing the 
“Star Spangled Banner.” 
 “The purpose of this ceremony is to honor 
our country’s fl ag, to celebrate the anniversary 
of its birth, and to recall the achievements at-
tained beneath its folds. Elks are Americans who 
are intensely patriotic,” said Vesta.
 “The fraternal organization aims ‘To incul-
cate the principles of charity, justice, brotherly 
love, and fi delity; to promote the welfare and 
happiness of mankind; to uphold our country 
and its laws; and to quicken the spirit of Amer-
ican patriotism,’” added Esteemed Leading 

Knight Dwayne Galliant, who read the signifi -
cance of the fl ag.
 The chaplain then lead a prayer blessing the 
fl ag and the people of the United States. “It has 
been an ensign of freedom, liberty and opportu-
nity and may this service bring to each of us a 
sense of loyalty to our country and enable us to 
be better patriots.”
 Elks member, Steve Impson then read the 
history of the fl ag while the JROTC posted sev-
en various versions of U.S. fl ags. “The evolution 
of the American Flag marks the progression of 
the government of the American People.” 
 Various fl ags were placed from the Pine 
Tree Flag to the fl ag of today. Impson explained 
their origins and use as each fl ag was placed, 
Barry Oliver ran various fi tting songs in the 
background. 
 Following, everyone stood and recited the 
Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag. 
 “The Benevolent and Protective Order of 
the Elks is the fi rst and only fraternal body to re-
quire formal observance of Flag Day,” said Ves-
ta. “This Order is distinctively American.” 
 All stood and sang “God Bless America.” 
 After the conclusion of the song, Doe Ken-
nard read “Response” which is a story of Amer-
ica. “This is the about the heritage of the peo-
ple of the United States. What our troops have 
achieved under the stars and stripes is our his-
tory representing the free world.”
 Guest speaker former Zephyrhills May-
or Cliff  McDuffi  e followed. He is a U.S. Army 
Veteran and man of many accomplishments. 
McDuffi  e opened by talking about people’s her-
itage in other lands and why they came to the 
USA. 
 “They were raised under one fl ag. Why did 
they leave? For their freedom. One thing the 
fl ag stands for and forever will stand for is free-
dom.” McDuffi  e read Red Skelton’s Pledge of 

BY SUSAN SLATER
June 22, 2023

Left: JROTC 
Commander 
Sergeant 
Major 
Mitchell 
Risner, First 
Sergeant 
Max First, 
First Sergeant 
Richard 
Guterrez and 
Corporal 
Joshua 
Fasulo stand 
at attention 
waiting to 
post colors.

STEVE LEE

Elks and JROTC celebrate Flag Day
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Allegiance, which provided a meaning of every 
word in the pledge.
 Guest Speaker, Cliff  Moff ett, president of 
the Zephyrhills Museum of Military History 
and U.S. Navy Veteran, shared a story about the 
meaning of the fl ag to others. When in port in 
Japan, a couple approached him and expressed 
how seeing the American Flag was comforting 
for them. “They felt safe,” said Moff ett. 
 He also spoke about welcoming home the 

veterans from Honor Flight 144. The oldest on 
the fl ight was a WWII veteran, 98 years old. “In 
2005, it was all WWII Veterans. WWII vets are 
passing on the torch to the Vietnam Vets to car-
ry,” said Moff ett. 
 Vesta closed with the following words, “In 
closing, let us rededicate ourselves to the Flag of 
the United States of America. Now please join 
me for a light lunch.”

Left: JROTC 
folds the flag 
13 times as 
The Meaning 
of the 
Thirteen Folds 
is read.

Right: 
Zephyrhills 
VFW Post 

8154 Honor 
Guard with 
Rod Rehig 

playing Taps.
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Monday’s city council 
meeting saw six new ZPD 

offi  cers sworn in and 
further solidifi ed the 

development moratorium

 A packed council chambers played host to 
six new patrol offi  cers being sworn in on Mon-
day. Friends and family crowded in to witness 
their loved ones take the oath administered by 
Zephyrhills Police Chief Derek Brewer. Offi  cers 
Juanita Gonzalez, Karly Crews, Colton Nelson, 
Mariah Hamilton, Philip Martin and Paul Gon-
zalez became part of ZPD.
 There were fi ve items in the Consent Agen-
da. The items were bundled together and passed 
4-0. Item 2.1 approved minutes from the May 8 
meeting. 
 Item 2.2 approved a consultant work as-
signment with Jacobs Engineering for Runway 
1-19 at the Zephyrhills Municipal Airport. The 
item approved a $70,000 contribution from the 
city, together with a FDOT Aviation Grant of 
$250,000. The city’s share is budgeted in the FY 
2022-23 Budget. 
 Item 2.3 approved the purchase of a new 
water division vehicle, a 2007 Chevy pickup 
truck. The cost of the new truck is $78,098. 
 Item 2.4 picked up on an emergency item 
from the last meeting that addresses sewer is-
sues at the Zephyrhills Police Station by asking 
council to approve building a new lift station in 
the amount of $114,839. Being an unexpected ex-
pense, funds must be drawn from the city’s Gen-
eral Fund Contingency. This requires council’s 
approval. 
 Item 2.5 renewed an agreement with Duke 
Energy for use of a portion of Taxiway B at the 

airport as a staging area for their disaster re-
sponse. The agreement, the Zephyrhills Airport 
Storm Staging Site Agreement expires on Aug. 
1. The item renewed that agreement for the next 
three years.
 In Business Items, the one item on every-
one’s mind was the Residential Moratorium 
passed on the fi rst reading at the last meeting. 
There was a great deal of discussion at the last 
meeting regarding the moratorium and thus dis-
cussion on Monday was limited. 
 The moratorium is now set for 12 months 
and applies to residential developments over 
1-acre for annexations, land use modifi cations, 
rezoning, major PUD development amend-
ments, conditional uses and variances. There 
was one minor change to the moratorium since 
the fi rst reading. It allowed for two projects that 
are currently in Pasco County but are serviced 
by the city. The result is actually a net gain of 
100,000 gallons per day as the developments 
have their own water capacity. 
 “It doesn’t obligate us to approve these 
types of agreements but it allows us to consid-
er them,” City of Zephyrhills Attorney Matthew 
Maggard said. 
 The notion of the city being on the hook to 
service developments in Pasco County emerged 
but that was quickly dismissed by Zephyrhills 
City Manager William Poe Jr.
 “We are sending a message that if these de-
velopments in Pasco County want to be serviced 
by the city, they need to bring their (water) ca-
pacity with them,” Poe said. The item passed 
4-0. 
 In the City Attorney’s Report, Item 4.1 
was a fi rst reading of a backyard chicken ordi-
nance. The proposed ordinance allows backyard 

BY ANDY WARRENER
June 29, 2023

New ZPD patrol officers, 
from left to right, Juanita 

Gonzalez, Karly Crews, 
Colton Nelson, Chief Derek 

Brewer, Mariah Hamilton, 
Philip Martin and Paul 

Gonzales, respectively, were 
sworn in on Monday. 

Photo Courtesy of City of Zephyrhills

City council meeting swears in new ZPD offi  cers, 
codifi es moratorium
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chickens to be raised, kept, maintained, har-
bored in zoning district ER, R1, R2 and R3. It al-
lows for a maximum of four chickens. The ordi-
nance establishes that chickens shall be protect-
ed from the elements and kept in a secure en-
closure at all times, except during sunrise and 
sunset. The property where the chickens are 
kept shall have a six-foot high fence. The coop 
itself shall have at least four-square feet of space 
per chicken but shall not exceed 150 square feet. 
Coops shall be located in backyards, be kept 
neat and sanitary at all times. Stored feed shall 
be kept in a rodent and predator proof container 
and backyard chickens shall be kept for person-
al use only. While the ordinance does codify, the 
item was only in its fi rst reading, keeping back-
yard chickens. It may very well address the free 
roaming chickens that forage near city hall. 
 The notion of creating a lot of work for code 
enforcement was brought up as well. 
 Councilman Ken Burgess noted that the 
ordinance does not preclude existing rules for 
HOAs regarding chickens. 
 After some debate, Councilman Steve Spi-
na noting that it was “counter productive” and 
Burgess noting that it had, “unintended conse-
quences.” The notion that it might bring more 
chickens into the city limits rather than reduce 
the number was a convincing factor and the mo-
tion failed. 
  In the City manager’s Report, Item 5.1 was 
a presentation by Wharton-Smith and Kimley 
Horn regarding Hercules Park. The approved 
design for the park came in over budget and city 
staff  have been working with the construction 
manager (Wharton-Smith) and design consul-
tant (Kimley Horn) on fi nding cost-saving op-
tions for the park. 

 Concern over the cost of these amenities 
was expressed from the dais. Juanmiguel Gorut 
of Wharton-Smith spoke about how his fi rm is 
looking at cost-saving measures in an itemized 
fashion, challenging each vendor to see if they 
could come back with more cost-eff ective ways 
of executing the designs. 
 Council members went through seven items 
and took or left them, ultimately cutting costs in 
the amount of roughly $800,000. Poe mentioned 
that American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding 
would be available for use at the park. Poe also 
mentioned that the park groundbreaking may 
commence as soon as this December. It was a 
non-action item, Poe just looking to move in the 
direction discussed. There was consensus at the 
dais as far as what they were taking and leaving. 
 Item 5.2 was a Utility Capacity Agreement 
with Wire Ranch Investors. The fi rm owns a 
24.16-acre property on U.S. 301 and plans to de-
velop the property with 329 residential apart-
ments. The extant agreement requires pay-
ment of 50 percent of total capacity fees with-
in 30 days of the eff ective date. That amount is 
$582,330. The present water and sewer capacity 
fee is $3,540 per apartment unit. The agreement 
is binding for fi ve years and can be assigned to 
future purchasers of the property. The item was 
approved 4-0.   



New sources of potable water 
are high on the city’s 

priority list, while only a 
minimal amount of reclaimed 

water is piped to residents

 Providing water to residents is the big issue 
facing Zephyrhills as unprecedented growth 
engulfs the city. The city produces plenty of re-
claimed water. Can reclaimed water be an an-
swer? The city produces 1.676 million gallons 
of reclaimed water per day in 2021. Could this 
abundance of reclaimed water augment the ris-
ing use of potable water? 
 The short answer is yes but just how much 
remains a complex question. First, reclaimed 
water has limited uses. Obviously it cannot re-
place potable water. Yet, it can and does fi nd use 
in landscape and lawn irrigation, a major draw 
on current potable water. 
 Second, the infrastructure to distribute re-
claimed water to residents in the city, while 
growing, is still in a skeletal state. Last and prob-
ably most signifi cant, is that the city uses its re-
claimed water to off set its own draws from both 
the Hillsborough and Withlacoochee River ba-
sins.
 Let’s dissect these three obstacles. Current-
ly, uses for reclaimed water are limited to lawn 
and landscape irrigation. Nearby municipali-
ties, the City of Tampa in particular, have fl oat-
ed what have been called “toilet to tap” ideas. 
 The monicker is mildly hyperbolic as Tam-
pa’s proposal included sending treated waste-
water or reclaimed water back into the Hillsbor-
ough River, a primary source of eventual pota-
ble water for Tampa residents that would be di-
luted and again treated. It would not go directly 
into the city’s potable water supply lines. 

 Naturally, this proposal has met with vo-
ciferous opposition and the eff ort is currently 
stalled as the city looks to alternative sources to 
supply its potable water demands. Barring the 
notion of returning reclaimed water to a potable 
water source, reclaimed water use will be limit-
ed to lawns and landscaping. 
 One benefi t of Zephyrhills residents using 
reclaimed water is its reduced cost. Reclaimed 
water goes for 18 cents per 1,000 gallons for 
properties over one acre in size. That rate is 32 
cents per 1,000 gallons for property under one 
acre. Potable water currently goes for $5.49 per 
1,000 gallons and is set at an “inclined” rate that 
goes up based on usage. The cost diff erence is 
stark.
 One of the main issues is getting that water 
to residents who would like to use it. Reclaimed 
water lines were down in Zephyrhills prior to 
Zephyrhills Utilities Director John Bostic, who 
took over the post in 2013. The pink/purple 
pipe network has grown under Bostic. 
 Currently, Abbott Square and Abbott Park 
are slated to get reclaimed water. Abbott Square 
still needs the pipes extended to it and Abbott 
Park already has the pipes going in. 
 The City of Zephyrhills uses reclaimed wa-
ter at its city parks, schools and at Krusen Field 
as well as on the municipal golf course. If you 
see those purple/pink pipes near a large park or 
development, it’s almost certain that reclaimed 
water is being used there. 
 The sticking point is extending access to res-
idents. It’s no small task. Laying new pipes in 
a tight residential area is diffi  cult, even prohibi-
tive in some cases. It is not fi nancially expedient 
to run reclaimed water pipes to a couple of resi-
dents in a neighborhood but there are possibili-
ties. 
 “If 20 people on a street want reclaimed wa-
ter, then maybe it becomes economically viable 
to install infrastructure,” Bostic said. 
 What the city currently does is they off er op-
portunities for residents to band together to get 
the pipes to their homes. Recently, the city used 
an old tap water extension to pipe reclaimed wa-
ter to residents along Fort King Road. 

BY ANDY WARRENER
July 13, 2023

Far left: Some of the reclaimed water piping and where it extends to city 
residents.
Left: The purple signs and pipes around the city indicate the use of 
reclaimed water in the area

Photos Courtesy of 
City of Zephyrhills

Reclaimed water and Zephyrhills’s water woes
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 An example, not necessarily pertaining to 
the Fort King project but representative of how 
it can work, is that if 10 residents in a neighbor-
hood want reclaimed water, the city will hold 
a $30,000 bond that is paid by the residents in 
increments of $3,000 each. As residents come 
online with the reclaimed water, they pay that 
$3,000 until the bond is met. As more people tap 
into the reclaimed water lines in that area, re-
bates are issued to residents that put up the ini-
tial $3,000. So a rate payer could eventually re-
coup their investment. 
 The last and perhaps most signifi cant ob-
stacle is that the city uses reclaimed water to 
off set their draws of potable water from both 
the Hillsborough and Withlacoochee River ba-
sins. Zephyrhills has four wells that draw from 
the Hillsborough River Basin at the rate of 1.5 
million gallons per day and three wells in the 
Withlacoochee River Basin that also draw 1.5 
million gallons per day. The Hillsborough Basin 
is what’s known as a Water Use Caution Area as 
it directly aff ects the greater Tampa Bay area. 
 Zephyrhills in 2021, produced 1.676 mil-
lion gallons of reclaimed water per day but they 
were required to return 1.316 million gallons to 
the Floridan Aquifer through a process called 
Rapid Infi ltration Basins or RIBs. This is done at 
the water treatment plant near the airport. For 
2021, that left just 360,000 gallons per day for 
other uses. 
 The idea behind the RIBs is to return water 
fl ow to the aquifer so that other municipalities 
can continue to draw from it. Municipalities can 
use potable or reclaimed water but reclaimed 

water is the obvious choice. Zephyrhills is try-
ing to shift its dependence on the Hillsborough 
Basin toward other sources as the demands for 
RIBs within that basin are high. 
 The models for how much water needs to 
be put back into the basin against what is drawn 
out were compiled by Jones Edmunds for the 
City of Zephyrhills and were included in their 
2020 Water Use Permit with the SouthWest Flor-
ida Water Management District (SWFWMD). 
This model is designed to, “not aff ect other per-
mittees in the district.” The Withlacoochee Ba-
sin, which is connected to the Hillsborough Ba-
sin and does aff ect it, has a much lower rate of 
RIBs. 
 “In the next few years, we hope to open a 
new well in the Withlacoochee Basin,” Bostic 
said. 
 So is reclaimed water the panacea to solving 
the city’s water woes? Not presently, no. How-
ever, as the city diverts its dependence away 
from the Hillsborough Basin, the amount of re-
claimed water they must return to the aquifer 
will diminish and there will always be more re-
claimed water available as growth continues, 
even as city council enacts measures to curb that 
growth. 
 Bostic also has aims on taking over agricul-
tural wells that may not be in use in Pasco Coun-
ty. There are other options like drilling a deep 
well directly into the aquifer and possibly get-
ting a permit from Tampa Bay Water but those 
options are considered costly and less attain-
able. So there is light at the end of the purple 
pipe.

 Naturally, this proposal has met with vo- Naturally, this proposal has met with vo- Naturally, this proposal has met with vo- Right: More 
reclaimed water pipe 

layout in the city.



The Greater Zephyrhills 
Chamber of Commerce holds 

annual membership 
appreciation banquet and 

installation of offi  cers

 The Greater Zephyrhills Chamber of Com-
merce 62nd Awards Banquet held at St. Joseph’s 
Parish Community on Fifth Avenue began with 
Vicki Wiggins, CEO/president of the chamber 
welcoming everyone. She set a welcoming pace 
for the evening. 
 “We are awarding Oscars to the business-
es that came together,” said Wiggins. Wiggins 
made mentioned of Light the Grill, Randy and 
Daniel Light, who cooked the delicious food, in-
stallation of new offi  cers, the awards, live auc-
tion, dessert dash and raffl  es. 
 Wiggins introduced Senator Danny Burgess 
who was the Master of Ceremonies for the eve-
ning presenting the Oscars.  
 “I am glad to be back here in Zephyrhills. 
This is where I went to church,” said Burgess. 
“I got Slurpee’s at the 7-Eleven and I dreamed 
of having an offi  ce on Fifth Avenue. Now, here I 
am with my own offi  ce downtown as a senator.” 

 Mike Murrill, CEO of AdventHealth Zeph-
yrhills, performed the invocation and everyone 
was led in the “Pledge of Allegiance.” 
 Murrill talked about family and coming 
from Georgia to Zephyrhills. “AdventHealth 
has been in Zephyrhills for 40 years and Dade 
City for 50 years,” said Murrill. “We have 1600 
employees bringing health to our community.” 
 “Tonight, we have live auction items, raffl  e 
items, and more,” said Burgess. He went on to 
name some of the producers of tonight’s events; 
Kevin Bahr, Bahr’s Propane Gas and AC, Ran-
dy Maggard, and the staff  for their assistance 
in making this night shine. Film crews includ-
ed the businesses of Spectrum Diversity, Heal-
ing Hearts Café and Kendall Deford the Handy-
man. 
 Burgess dedicated a moment of silence to 
those who have passed and made very mean-
ingful contributions to the community; Charles 
Waller, Dennis Alphonso, George Luca, Everett 
Rigsby and Nelson Ryman, whose granddaugh-
ter gave a heartfelt tribute. 
 “Nelson Ryman was never stopped by a 
challenge, always had a positive outlook and 
refused to quit,” said Kelli Ryman, Nelson’s 
granddaughter. “He was that people magnet.”
 Next came the dessert dash, always a big 
hit. The highest bidding table dashed to the des-
sert table for fi rst choice of all the amazing des-
serts. Proceeds from the dessert dash bids went 
to the East Pasco Chamber Foundation Scholar-
ship fund. 
 The awards were well deserved. The Di-
amond Award for Best Non-Profi t went to the 

BY SUSAN SLATER
Sept. 21, 2023

Left: Winners 
of the night 
stand proudly 
with their 
awards.

SUSAN SLATER
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unique ideas for spaces ranging 
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12,000 sq.ft.

 Custom new homes.   
    renovations and additions

 Custom wood decks
 Garage and storage buildings
 Pole barns, horse stables

Our exceptional designs are guaranteed 
to meet all local and State of Florida 

Building Codes and will comply to wind 
code designs for your specific area.

CALL TODAY FOR A PERSONAL CONSULTATION!
352-523-2077

www.randywatsondesigns.com

Thomas Promise Foundation. Dr. Randy Stovall 
presented the Member of the Year Award to di-
rector Sam Abrahani. Ambassador of the Year 
Award went to Vicki Glisson. This award is vot-
ed on by the staff  and board members.  Citizen 
of the Year Award went to Kimberly Miller Mc-
Cullough, of the parks and recreation depart-
ment. 
 Small Business of the Year went to the Gen-
tleman’s Quarters and Best Large Business of 
the year went to the business showing the best 
corporate leadership and the winner was Chick-
fi l-A. 
 Leadership, Government Economic Devel-
opment award was presented to Zephyrhills 
Mayor Melanie Monson who has enriched the 
community with her excitement and blessed 
feelings for being a part of a magical community. 
 A basket of cheer was raffl  ed off  and do-
nated back by Sam Abrahani, the winner. Many 

items were battled over with high dollars to go 
toward the scholarship fund. 
 A watch was donated by Boyd Jewelry and 
Zephyrhills City Manager, Billy Poe walked 
around the room to model it for all the guests 
to see. Other items auctioned off  were salt room 
sessions, dinner for two and some Fitness. Bur-
gess held up a racquet and said, “These racquets 
have Bluetooth.” A beautiful charcuterie was 
donated as well as Captain Mike Wells Fishing 
Trip for four hours on the seas of West Pasco. 
 Raffl  e items donated by many local busi-
nesses included massage items, food, wine, cof-
fees, bowling, barbecue package and more. 
 Burgess ended the night with the instal-
lation of the next year’s Greater Zephyrhills 
Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors and 
Offi  cers.

 Mike Murrill, CEO of AdventHealth Zeph-

Right: Senator Danny Burgess Master of Ceremonies for the evening spread 
humor throughout the night. 

Above: The hall was packed with many people from the local businesses and 
dignitaries in Zephyrhills.

Left: Senator 
Danny 
Burgess 
performs the 
installation of 
the Greater 
Zephyrhills 
Chamber of 
Commerce 
Board of 
Directors and 
Officers.
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Pasco County Fire Rescue 
Station in downtown 

Zephyrhills kicks off  Fire 
Prevention Week with a 

block party 

 Pasco County Fire Rescue Station 25 begins 
Fire Prevention Week with a block party for the 
community at the station on 6th Avenue to help 
raise awareness about fi re safety. The campaign 
for fi re safety is “Cooking safety starts with 
you.” Cooking is very much a part of our daily 
lives, so we forget the simple tasks of preventing 
fi res in the home. 
 Lisa Brekke and Dragang Peters, public ed-
ucator initiators from the Community Risk Re-
duction Division and event coordinators want-
ed to bring fi re safety awareness to the public 
with the assistance of Antwon Gildon, director 
of Main Street Events. 
 “We are here to promote fi re prevention,” 
said Brekke. “We opened up the fi re station to 
the community so they can see what we do.”
 Justin Wehle and Larry Helsel demonstrate 
fi re prevention methods. One device is the Knox 
Box. “Hang it on your front door and place your 

house key inside,” said fi refi ghter Wehle. “Only 
Pasco Fire Rescue has the key to the box. It will 
work on all boxes.” The keys are kept on the en-
gine. A code is needed to access the key to the 
Knox Boxes. The lock box logs removal and re-
turn of the key for further safety precautions. 
“Each key is specifi c to each county,” added 
Wehle. 
 Firefi ghter Cody Little helped the children 
into the fi re truck. “It’s a block party to bring 
the community out to see the fi re trucks,” said 
Chambers. “We are showing special apparatus, 
and we have our cadets and volunteers assist-
ing.” 
 Brelynn Hacker and Dustin Hacker climbed 
into the fi re truck with the help of Little. “It was 
fun to go into the truck.  I loved it,” said Dustin. 
“I have not been in a fi re truck since I had an 
asthma attack. The fi remen that came in the fi re 
truck carried me out to the truck and took me to 
the hospital. They helped me.” 
 The block party had many activities such 
as a bounce house, fi re station tours, Touch-a-
Truck, fi re safety demonstrations, free food, and 
the police community truck. Suncoast Safe Kids 
was on hand to give away free bicycle helmets to 
the kids; each adjusted properly for each child’s 
head.   
 Zephyrhills Police Offi  cer Jonathan Rose 
showed up in the Zephyrhills Police Depart-
ment’s Community Truck. It was originally the 
fi re rescue’s vehicle. “We acquired it and set it 
up with an Xbox, PlayStation, music, and barbe-
cue grill to evoke human nature to get to know 

BY SUSAN SLATER
Oct. 12, 2023

Left: Pasco County Fire Cadets helped 
the children in and out of the bounce 
house during the block party at the fire 
station.

SUSAN SLATER

Community turns out for a block party at the 
fi re station
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the police offi  cers,” said Rose, who was educat-
ing the community on bike and pedestrian safe-
ty.
  “A lot of the same laws for cars apply when 
walking and, on bicycle,” said Rose. “We edu-
cate the parents, too, so they can educate their 
children.” Following the law and obeying all 
traffi  c signs applies to bike and pedestrian safe-
ty. Be seen, Be safe! Wear bright clothing or pro-
tective gear at night.
 The children got lessons from fi refi ghters, 
Zach Freda and Greg Panzer on how to put out 
a fi re with a fi re extinguisher simulator. “This 
simulator shows all levels of fi re and diff erent 
sizes,” said Freda. “Fire starts, pull the alarm, 
grab the extinguisher and see how long it took 
for to put the fi re out.” 

 Nasyah Davis, 3, put out a full fi re in 29.5  
seconds. “I put out the fi re,” said Nasyah. “I 
sprayed it.”
 The face painting tent was nonstop all day. 
The  Majorette Dance Team from the Zephyrhills 
High School was painting Spiderman faces, 
unicorns, cats and other characters on the chil-
dren. “We are out helping the community,” said 
Marlydia Lawrence, one of the majorettes. 
 The Pasco Fire Rescue’s fi rst event for fi re 
safety was an amazing success. The communi-
ty was out in full force enjoying the educational 
part of it as well as the fun in the bounce houses. 
 For more information on fi re prevention, 
you can go to the National Fire Prevention As-
sociation at www.nfpa.com.

house key inside,” said fi refi ghter Wehle. “Only 

Right: Firefighter Zach Freda shows Nasyah 
Davis how to put out a fire with a fire 

extinguisher.

Above: Children love sitting on the 1927 fire truck acquired 
from St. Petersburg. 

Right: Officer 
Jonathan Rose 

educates Oliver Young, 
3, and his parents on 

pedestrian and bike 
safety. 



A recent rebranding 
campaign foreshadows the 
direction and aesthetic the 

City of Zephyrhills is headed 

 It’s no secret that the City of Zephyrhills is 
in transition. The sleepy east Pasco County en-
clave is now not only the most populous city in 
Pasco County, it’s growing by leaps and bounds. 
As city planners, council members and citizens 
try to direct and defi ne the future of Zephyrhills, 
a rebranding eff ort, courtesy of North Star 
Branding + Marketing is underway and city hall 
wants to get the word out.
“We’ve always been known as the City of Pure 
Water,” Zephyrhills City Manager William Poe 
Jr. said. “But we’re more than that.”
The city and the bottled spring water have be-
come synonymous over the years, even as the 
city faces challenges to providing potable wa-
ter to its burgeoning population. Yet, even the 
traditional city seal belies much more than wa-
ter. The parachutist on the logo denotes one of 
the top skydiving drop zones in the world. The 
hills swept with a “zephyr” rolling in the back-
ground of the logo make a case for being more 
than just bottled water. 
Even now, as improvements to Main Street, a 
calendar full of events, public park develop-
ments and a fl ood of retailers add to the char-
acter of Zephyrhills, some changes are certainly 
in order. Starting last summer (2022), the City of 
Zephyrhills contracted with North Star Brand-
ing + Marketing to revamp the look, the vibe, 

the color palate, the tagline, the logo, the re-
branding of the City of Zephyrhills. 
The concept of a rebranding or a Community 
Identity Initiative almost didn’t happen. Poe 
was attending an annual convention of city 
managers back in the Summer of 2021, when he 
was fi rst exposed to North Star. 
“They (North Star) was a presenter at the con-
vention,” Poe said. “They had recently fi nished 
a project with Johnson City in Tennessee.”
Poe was impressed with the presentation and 
later even reached out to city staff  from Johnson 
City and they spoke glowingly of North Star and 
their rebranding. Poe was so impressed he tried 
to forge a piggyback deal with Newport News, 
Virginia. Piggyback deals are often made be-
tween municipalities to save costs. While there 
is no tangible material like bricks and rebar and 
concrete in a rebranding, the concept saves time 
with research and contract writing and yes even 
saves money. It didn’t work out. 
Poe brought it to council in late 2021 and coun-
cil demurred. At the time, the city had a va-
cant Public Information Offi  cer (PIO) position 
and council members just felt as though they 
weren’t ready. The eff ort however, didn’t die on 
the council chamber fl oor. 
By February of 2022, current PIO Kevin Weiss 
was hired and council put out a Request for 
Qualifi cations (RFQ). Dozens of fi rms down-
loaded the RFQ, 10 responded and the RFQ 
selection committee consisting of: Weiss, Gail 
Hamilton, Shane LeBlanc, Rodney Corriveau, 
Tyler Williams and Karen Miller, interviewed 
fi ve fi rms. 
“Personally, I thought North Star was above and 
beyond (the other fi rms),” Weiss said. “They 
really stood out in interviews, they had glow-
ing recommendations from other communi-
ties, their sole focus was on towns and cities and 
they’d conducted over 200 rebrandings in more 

BY ANDY WARRENER
Oct. 19, 2023

Left: Two of the 
advertising/promotional 
pieces that were 
developed by North Star 
to highlight different 
amenities in Zephyrhills.
Right: A look at the new 
Zephyrhills logo affixed 

to different things like 
signage, printed material 

and apparel.

Jump On In to the City of Pure Water
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than 40 states. They stood out.”
North Star got the nod and the roughly $68,000 
contract. 
“They jumped right in pretty quickly,” Poe 
said. “It started with driving North Star reps 
around to see our ballfi elds, parks, tennis cen-
ter, schools.”
Next, North Star held a series of community 
meetings where stakeholders, educators, com-
munity and business leaders and even students 
were invited to share their input.
“We had realtors, department heads, YMCA 
staff , reps from AdventHealth that were sur-
veyed,” Weiss said. “In meetings, they (North 
Star) met with members of the historical society. 
It was a diverse group across the board.”
Next up was North Star’s “walk and talk” 
where they literally walked the streets of Zeph-
yrhills interviewing residents. They asked some 
simple questions about what people thought 
of Zephyrhills. What were their impressions? 
What were the city’s assets? What were its 
fl aws? From there, they developed a digital 
community survey. 
The survey was 20 questions and took respon-
dents between 10 and 15 minutes to complete. 
There were over 1,000 responses. That does not 
sound like a huge number. It isn’t but in com-
parison to response rates in other cities where 
North Star conducted them, it was actually 
quite high.
“North Star said that (Zephyrhills) had a high-
er response rate than most communities they 
work with,” Weiss said. “They usually expect a 
one or two percent response rate (based on pop-
ulation) and we got close to a fi ve percent re-
sponse rate.”
From there, North Star began to generate op-
tions, designs, templates. They weren’t going 
to force feed their results and products. They 
wanted to dialogue with city staff  and commu-
nity members in order to tweak their designs. 
“It wasn’t just a, ‘here’s your logo’ and ‘see 
yah,’” Weiss said. 
North Star had multiple meetings with a cre-
ative committee consisting of: Vicky Wiggins, 
Weiss, Poe, Hamilton, Pascal Collard, Antoine 
Gildon and Jodi Wilkeson, where ideas were 
fl oated back and forth. 

“We didn’t settle on the fi rst things we saw,” 
Poe said. “There was a lot of back and forth. We 
all had to get on the same page - the chamber, 
Main Street, city staff .”
So what did the city get for its $68,000? It’s ac-
tually a bit more than you think. First, the logo. 
The “Z” was an easy choice. There is only one 
other municipality in the State of Florida that 
starts with a “z”, that of Zolfo Springs. The 
three waves in the center of the “z” represent, 
blue - the sky, green - the hills and teal - water. 
Next was the tagline or strapline, “jump right 
in.” This of course, pays credence to water but it 
also encourages people to jump in to the Zeph-
yrhills experience. Third was a color palate to 
use with any number of things like: the web-
site look, fl eet vehicles, city stationary/business 
cards, street signs, trash bins, signage, even t-
shirts. Even the word, “Zephyrhills” has two of 
the 10 colors in the color scheme. “Zephyr” is 
blue, while “Hills” is teal. 
“You’ll be able to look at the sign for a city park 
and know that it is a Zephyrhills park,” Poe 
said. 
The city will have to implement the designs, 
logo and tagline at their own expense but North 
Star laid out a framework, a template if you 
will, for these things to evolve. All told the pro-
cess took about a year and a half. And the city is 
not quite done with North Star, either. 
“If there’s something we need in the future, they 
(North Star) will work with us,” Weiss said. 
Weiss and Poe were certainly happy with what 
North Star provided.
“For what they (North Star) did, the price was 
extremely reasonable,” Poe said. 
While the roll out of the designs is already un-
derway, the implementation will be gradual. 
The city is not going to suddenly take down 
all the street signs or decal up all its fl eet ve-
hicles. These things will be implemented over 
time and will gradually form what Weiss called 
a, “cohesiveness of municipal services.” Yet, as 
Zephyrhills steps boldly into the second quarter 
of the 21st Century, it will have a new look, one 
that incorporates and addresses the many facets 
that make up the not-so-sleepy anymore town. 
“We still represent the City of Pure Water,” Poe 
said. “It’s just, we’re more than that.”

than 40 states. They stood out.” “We didn’t settle on the fi rst things we saw,” 



Local dignitaries and city 
offi  cials broke ground on 
the 12-acre park where 

Hercules Powder 
Company once stood

 What was once the Hercules Powder Com-
pany Camp No. 39 established in 1946, will now 
become the site of a very progressive park for 
the community of Zephyrhills. Several city of-
fi cials, dignitaries, Zephyrhills Police, Wharton 
Smith Company Construction Group employ-
ees and citizens from the community joined to-
gether for a groundbreaking ceremony for this 
new project in the Zephyrhills community. 
 When Hercules Powder Company occupied 
the 80 acres of land, there were 60 to 70 company 
built prefabricated homes. The homes were oc-
cupied by employees of the company who rent-
ed the homes for $4 per room a month. Hercules 
employed more employees than any other em-
ployer in the area. 
 When asked what it was like to live here, 
Celia Dobson Paul, who lived on this land from 
birth until she was 10 years old, said, “You know 
how children say that it feels like Christmas ev-
ery day? Well, that is what this community was 

like. We never had to worry about crime or be-
ing snatched up. It was a true community.”  Bet-
sy Dobson, who was also in attendance, lived 
in the community from birth to the age of four. 
Mae McKenzie Pickett also lived in the Hercules 
Powder Company Camp.
 After Hercules Powder Company occupied 
the site, “The land was sold for $120,000 and a 
handshake between Harry Morton, superinten-
dent of Hercules Powder Company and Chester 
Taylor, Superintendent of the Zephyrhills School 
District,” according to Jerry Morton, son of Har-
ry Morton, who attended the groundbreaking. 
“It is very nice to see they are going to do some-
thing positive with the land.”
 “After the land was sold, the schoolboard 
opened the Hercules Aquatic Center,” said Erica 
Freeman of the Zephyrhills Historical Society. 
 Many people in Zephyrhills still talk about 
the community pool which closed approximate-
ly in 2010. “The property still had walking trails 
and a playground until 2018,” said Freeman.
 The groundbreaking ceremony will signify 
the commencement of construction for the 12-
acre park located adjacent to Zephyrhills High 
and Woodland Elementary schools.
 “The event marks a signifi cant milestone 
in the development of a communal space that 
promises to enhance the quality of life for Zeph-
yrhills residents and visitors alike,” said Kevin 
Weiss, public information offi  ce.
 The ceremony opened with Zephyrhills 
City Manager, Billy Poe speaking. “I would like 
to thank the city council and numerous city staff  
for their speedy progress with this project.”

BY SUSAN SLATER
Nov. 30, 2023

Left: Celia 
Dobson 
Paul, Mae 
McKenzie 
Pickett and 
Betty Dobson 
lived at the 
Hercules 
Powder 
Company 
Camp when 
they were 
very young. 
They shared 
stories of the 
community. 

Hercules Park groundbreaking where history 
meets the future
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 The park is designed to be a hub for com-
munity engagement, recreations, and natural 
beauty. It will feature walking and bicycle trails, 
a nature-based playground, a sheltered pic-
nic area, an open playfi eld, splashpad and rest-
rooms. 
 Zephyrhills Mayor Melonie Bahr Monson 
spoke next. “I feel the rich history that served 
the community well. This park was truly a com-
munity park with citizen input. I helped design 
it when I was a citizen. I started my input then.”
 Commissioner Ron Oakley went on to say 
how grateful and proud he was of this project 
and the City of Zephyrhills. “There is lots of his-
tory in this park. Since the last census, Zephyr-
hills is the largest city in Pasco County. I am 
grateful for the people coming to the city,” said 

Oakley. “We are also going to have a large bak-
ery nearby creating 600 more jobs in the city.”
 The event consisted of a board that all at-
tendees could sign. It will be kept on the prem-
ises for the duration of the construction of the 
park. The park is slated to open in December of 
2024, marking the City of Zephyrhills fi rst new-
ly built park in over forty years. Wharton Smith 
gave away back packs with goodies inside. And 
there was a ceremonial shovel groundbreak-
ing with the City of Zephyrhills Council, De-
partment of Public Works and employees of the 
Wharton Smith Company Construction Group.
Attendees were able to stay and learn more 
about the park’s design and vision. For more in-
formation you can follow the City of Zephyrhills 
on Facebook and their website. 

Left: City council 
members, Wharton 
Smith employees and 
Zephyrhills City Manager 
Billy Poe, Public Works 
Director Shane LeBlanc 
and Commissioner 
Oakley break ground for 
the new Hercules Park.

Right: Former mayor 
Cliff McDuffie, 

Zephyrhills Mayor 
Melonie Bahr Munson 

and former mayor Gene 
Whitfield all attended the 

groundbreaking for the 
new Hercules Park.
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Hercules Park fi nally moves 
forward with sidewalk 

improvements, wastewater 
and airport expansion in 

the works

 City offi  cials are quite busy these days, 
what with numerous ongoing projects with 
some coming to fruition soon while others are 
just getting under way.
 As the year wound down, city manager Bil-
ly Poe mentioned a few of those specifi c plans 
and designs. So did Shane LeBlanc, the city’s 
public works director, who is monitoring two 
ongoing eff orts in Hercules Park and a sidewalk 
project.
 Hercules is a major endeavor that has been 
years in the making with the property going 
from the city to the Pasco School District and 
back to being owned by the city once more. A 
groundbreaking took place in early December.
 “It’s been a long time coming and it’s going 
to be a jewel in our park system,” LeBlanc said.
 Poe shared that sentiment, saying, “I think 
it’s been a long time coming. There have been a 
lot of possibilities for (the property). I’m lucky 

to be in this seat when the project is pushed for-
ward.”
 Poe and his family grew up in Zephyrhills 
and recalls spending some time there.
 “I remember the park being there,” add-
ing he did not swim at that pool, which served 
the public as well as provided a home base for 
the Zephyrhills High boys and girls swimming 
teams. “I was a little bit older then.”
 The park, which encompasses nearly 13 
acres and once had a city pool that has since 
been demolished and fi lled over, is a $7.4 mil-
lion project. A groundbreaking took place in ear-
ly January and the perimeter has been marked 
for construction to begin with plans to open in 
January of 2025.
 Upon completion the park will entail a state 
of the art splash pad, shelters, rest rooms, a fi t-
ness trail, parking and other park amenities.
 As for the $1.9 million sidewalk project, im-
provements and additions are being made pri-
marily around four local schools — Zephyrhills 
High and Stewart Middle, along with Woodland 
Elementary and West Zephyrhills Elementary.
 “It’s for safer routes to schools for the kids,” 
said LeBlanc, noting that the project has been 
ongoing since the summer of 2023 and is about a 
year out from completion.
 Aside from the Hercules and sidewalk 
plans other projects are in the works in the fast-
growing city and surrounding areas of east Pas-
co County.
 Expansion of a section of the Zephyrhills 
Municipal Airport, upgrades on the city’s 

BY STEVE LEE
Dec. 28, 2023

Above: People flocked to the Sarah Vande Berg Tennis Center for its third-year anniversary this 
fall.
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wastewater system and a redesign of the city’s 
yard for public works utilities out by the airport 
are also under way.
 “When pilots land they’ll have a new build-
ing to go to,” Poe said, adding that pavement 
will be added to the area for small planes.
 As for the wastewater plans, which amount 
to nearly $6 million, Poe described it as “the 
non-sexy project. No one sees it but it needs (up-
grades and improvements).”
 Down the line will be a redesign of Zeph-
yr Park with that project beginning sometime in 
late 2024 or early 2025, Poe said.
 One project that recently celebrated its third 

anniversary is the Sarah Vande Berg Tennis Cen-
ter. In November, that facility hosted the pickle-
ball portion of the Florida Senior Games for the 
second straight year. Tourneys and clinics for 
other sports like tennis and padel also take place 
at the center, named after the late Zephyrhills 
High standout tennis player.
 “They’re doing what they said it was de-
signed to do,” Poe said of founders and workers 
at the tennis center off  Simons Road, adjacent to 
the Silverado Golf and Country Club. “They’re 
bringing people in and that’s bringing addition-
al dollars into the community.”
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LIMITS OF SURVEY

P
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Subject 
Property

• 72.52 Acres (mol)

• Chancey Road and 6th

Avenue

• Adjacent to the 
Zephyrhills Municipal 
Airport (current city 
limits)

• County Future Land 
Use of IL and Zoning of 
AC
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Below: A map details plans for the new building and 
extension at the Zephyrhills Municipal Airport.
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