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Citrus Cold 
Weather Shelter  
to be open  
this weekend

The Citrus Cold Weath-
er Shelter at Nature Coast 
Church in Homosassa 
will be open this week-
end, Friday, Saturday and 
Sunday, Jan. 13-15, be-
cause of the expected low 
temperatures.

The predicted overnight 
temperature must dip to 
42 degrees or below be-
fore the shelter can open.

The shelter hours are 
from 6 p.m. to 7 a.m. at 
Nature Coast Church, 
5113 S. Suncoast Blvd., 
Homosassa.

Check the shelter Face-
book page at https:// 
tinyurl.com/2nyjvan4 for 
the most current updates 
and directions. Or search 
“Citrus Cold Weather 
Shelter.”

Also, Citrus County 
Transit has updated its 
schedule affecting the 
stops for the shelter; an 
updated schedule is post-
ed on the shelter’s Face-
book page.

The Citrus Cold Weath-
er Shelter is not just for 
those experiencing home-
lessness in Citrus County, 
but also for those with in-
sufficient heating sources. 
Citrus County Transit will 
provide transportation to 
increase access to those in 
need. For more informa-
tion, call 352-234-3099.

League of Women 
Voters hosting 
United Way at 
January meeting

The League of Women 
Voters of Citrus Coun-
ty has invited George 
Schmalstig to speak at 
their January meeting. It 
will be at 1:15 p.m. Satur-
day, Jan. 14, at the Lakes 
Region Library, 1511 
Druid Road, Inverness.

Schmalstig of United 
Way of Citrus County will 
present his experiences 
since he was hired as CEO 
in May 2022, the chal-
lenges in the community 
that they are addressing at 
United Way, and what the 
future holds for the agency.

He will also present a 
brief update on affordable 
housing in Citrus County.

For more information, 
call 1-631-790-7933.

MLK Day event 
to be held at 
Copeland Park

The George Washington 
Carver Community Cen-
ter will sponsor the Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. Day 
“Remember the Dream” 
event from 11 a.m. to 
2 p.m. on Jan. 16 at Co-
peland Park, 76 N.E. 8th 
Ave., Crystal River.

They are also soliciting 
vendors to set up tables or 
booths. Any organization 
is welcomed to join in for 
this occasion; there is not 
a fee for vendor participa-
tion.

Contact George Ann 
Jackson at 352-212-2665, 
Coressa Natteal at 352-
257-8388 or Dan Epstein 
at 352-613-4478.

Government 
offices to close  
for MLK Day

Citrus County gov-
ernment offices will be 
closed on Monday, Jan. 
16, in observance of Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. Day.

The Citrus County land-
fill administration office 
will be closed. The land-
fill will close at 2:30 p.m., 
resuming normal hours 
and operations on Tues-
day, Jan. 17.
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IN BRIEF County grants Betz Farm buyer more time
By MICHAEL D. BATES
Chronicle Reporter

County commissioners 
were hoping to use the $6.6 
million from last year’s sale 
of Betz Farm to offset costs 
for a new animal shelter.

Now, the county is just 
trying to salvage the sale.

Commissioners last May 
voted unanimously to sell 
the 350-acre parcel property 

north of Turkey Oak Drive 
in Crystal River to Hamid 
Ashtari, a real estate devel-
oper at Tampa-based Sweet-
water Group, who submit-
ted the best and highest bid 
at $6.6 million.

But two months later, 
Ashtari requested a 30-day 
extension of the due dili-
gence period and closing 
date.

Ashtari told the county 

his initial backer on the sale 
dropped out due to the cur-
rent housing market and ris-
ing interest rates.

On Dec. 14, Ashtari re-
quested a three-month ex-
tension to get a necessary 
permit from the Southwest 
Florida Water Management 
District.

The board voted 3-1 Tues-
day to allow Ashtari to de-
liver $30,000 in escrow and 

pushed the new extension 
three months to April 15, 
2023. Ashtari will incur a 
$10,000 non-refundable 
penalty each month he 
doesn’t close on the prop-
erty.

If he closes in two months, 
he gets $10,000 back. The 
property must close by the 
90th day, per the motion.

Attorney Denise Dymond 
Lyn said the original con-

tract expired in December, 
adding yet another wrinkle 
to the drama.

So commissioners Tues-
day were faced with the 
option of putting the Betz 
Farm property back on the 
market or removing the 
property from other county 
parcels for sale.

The discussion went 

Crystal River’s Manatee Festival begins tomorrow
By GEORGIA SULLIVAN
Chronicle Reporter

The 36th annual Mana-
tee Festival will take over 
downtown Crystal River on 
Saturday and Sunday, Jan. 
14 and 15, for two full days 
of vendors, entertainment 
and visiting manatees in our 
beautiful local springs.

There will be nearly 400 
vendors selling all kinds of 
crafts and goodies, Art in 
the Park in the town square, 
two food courts, two beer 
and wine gardens, a kids 
zone with fun activities and 
more.

“If you can come both 
days, we recommend it,” 
said Jade White, Citrus 
County Chamber of Com-
merce spokeswoman. “We 
are super excited. This is a 
great opportunity to high-
light the beauty of Crystal 
River and our local down-
town businesses, as well 
as for local residents to be 
tourists in their hometown.”

To see our famous man-
atees up close during the 
event, there will be guid-
ed kayak tours of Kings 
Bay with Hunter Springs 
Kayaks. Tour guides will 
take visitors on a one-hour 
tour of the bay and Hunter 
Springs area. Book online 
ahead of time at gomana-
teefest.com.

Manatee boat tours are 
back again with Manatee 
Eco-Tourism Association 
(META) as well for a nomi-
nal fee. Local boat captains 
through META will offer 
boat tours on a first-come, 

first-served basis. Tickets 
will be available at the boat 
dock area near Northwest 
Third Street in Kings Bay 
Park.

There will also be free 
bus rides to Three Sisters 
Springs and free access to 
the new Friends of the Crys-
tal River National Wild-
life Refuge Visitor Center 
during festival hours. Vis-
itors can catch the buses 
near the entry gate on Fifth 
Street beginning at 9 a.m. 
both days. The last pickup 
is scheduled for 3:30 p.m.

Music and entertainment 

will be featured on three 
stages: Waterfront Main 
Stage, Northwest 3rd Street 
at Kings Bay Park; Pum-
phouse Stage, adjacent to 
Town Square off Northeast 
1st Street; and Heritage Vil-
lage Gazebo Stage, North 
Citrus Avenue at Heritage 
House.

The Saturday headliner 
will be Fleetwood Max, na-
tionally touring Fleetwood 
Mac cover band, at the Wa-
terfront Main Stage from 3 
to 5 p.m.

On Sunday, a celebrity ap-
pearance by DJ Trae with 

99.9 Fox News Radio and 
103.9 The Boot will be at 
1 p.m. on the Pumphouse 
Stage. Also, Moonflower 
will rock the Waterfront 
Main Stage from 2:30 to 
4 p.m. with their amazing 
Grand Funk Railroad Trib-
ute followed by their out-
standing Santana Tribute.

More entertainment with 
The JoJo & Jay experience, 
Gypsy Sparrow, Barefoot 
Bob & The Hope, and more 
can be found on one of the 
three stages.

Come and see the nu-
merous local nonprofit or-

ganizations ready to share 
the work and impacts they 
make daily in the communi-
ty, including Save the Man-
atee Club, Ziggy’s Haven 
Bird Sanctuary, Scubanauts, 
Florida Skunk Rescue and 
more.

“Whatever you choose to 
do at this year’s festival, 
you are sure to have a great 
time,” said Crystal River 
Mayor Joe Meek.

The festival hours are from 
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Saturday, 
Jan. 14, and from 9 a.m. to 

Matthew Beck / Chronicle photo editor

Visitors to the annual Manatee Festival in Crystal River this weekend will celebrate all things manatee. The two-day festival begins 
Saturday. The festival hours are from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Saturday, Jan. 14, and from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sunday, Jan. 15, in downtown 
Crystal River, at the intersection of Citrus Avenue and U.S. Highway 19. The cost of entry is $5 per person; ages 12 and under are free.

City widens welcome 
for miniature golf
By FRED HIERS
Chronicle Reporter

Who hasn’t played minia-
ture golf?

The Crystal River City 
Council took another swing 
this week in giving city resi-
dents and visitors the oppor-
tunity to play the popular 
sport, voting unanimously 
to allow the courses in gen-
eral commercial areas.

An applicant wanting to 
build a course on North Cit-
rus Avenue is requesting the 
amendment as a supplemen-
tal use in the city’s zoning.

The council voted Mon-
day to approve the changes 
that would allow the minia-
ture golf course where there 
is now a vacant, former day-
care center. Monday’s pub-
lic hearing on the issue was 
the proposal’s first reading. 
A second and final read-
ing will be held during the 
council’s Jan. 23 meeting at 
City Hall.

“I’m excited about it,” 
said Mayor Joe Meek, add-
ing that it was good to see 
the empty, former daycare 
building being put to use 
again.

Miniature golf courses are 
already allowed within the 
city’s high intensity com-
mercial zoning district as 
well as public institutional 
zoning district.

“The use provides signif-
icant benefits to both city 

residents as 
well as tour-
ists, as it pro-
motes walk-
ing, social 
interaction, 
and relation-
ship building 
in a relaxed 

and informal environment, 
regardless of one’s age or 
level of fitness,” wrote city 
staff in the City Council’s 
agenda. “This type of ac-
tivity is beneficial to one’s 
mental and physical health, 
as well as providing team 
building opportunities.

“Miniature golf courses 
are often found in water-
front cities that thrive on 
tourism. This is the case 
in Crystal River. Given the 
closing of the city’s mall 
and movie theater, it is like-
ly that such a facility would 
be quite popular.”

In a recent AYTM survey, 
miniature golf might be, in 
some ways, more popular 
than traditional golf.

Of those people surveyed, 
17 percent said they enjoyed 
playing golf and 19 percent 
said they enjoyed watching 
it on television.

But of those surveyed, 60 
percent said they’ve never 
golfed and 11 percent said 
they play only once or twice 
a year.

When it comes to 

MEEK

DeSantis tested on immigration 
as he weighs 2024 candidacy
By STEVE PEOPLES, 
ADRIANA GOMEZ LICON 
and ANTHONY IZAGUIRRE
Associated Press

TAVERNIER — Florida 
Gov. Ron DeSantis sent 
dozens of immigrants from 
Texas to an island off the 
Massachusetts coast last 
year in a high-profile effort 
to highlight illegal immi-
gration on the eve of the 
midterm elections. But as 
thousands of Cuban mi-
grants flocked to his own 

state’s shores in recent 
weeks, he adopted a more 
cautious approach.

The governor, who is a 
top Republican presidential 
prospect, activated the Na-
tional Guard late last week. 
But related deployments of 
soldiers, boat patrols and 
military planes were slow 
to materialize. Some resi-
dents expressed frustration 
about the persistent influx 
of migrants as they recent-
ly inspected two large rafts 
abandoned in a Florida 

Keys community park.
“If they come over on a 

boat, they need to turn the 
boat back around,” Ernest 
Vaile, a Missouri resident 
who winters in Florida, 
said as he examined the 
collection of cracked wood, 
adding that he didn’t blame 
DeSantis. “From all I know, 
whatever Gov. DeSantis de-
cides to do will be the right 
thing.”

The episode unfolding in 

Lynne Sladky / AP

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis speaks after being sworn in to begin his second term during an 
inauguration ceremony outside the Old Capitol on Jan. 3 in Tallahassee. DeSantis has adopted a 
more cautious approach as as thousands of Cuban migrants flocked to Florida in recent weeks. 
The governor, who is a top Republican presidential prospect, activated the National Guard late 
last week.
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