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LABOR DAY: SHOW YOUR PATRIOTISM WITH KEEPSAKE FLAG / A5

Armed suspect 
flees Marion 
County in stolen 
car, apprehended 
in Citrus County

By JEFF BRYAN
Chronicle staff

A Homosassa man who 
allegedly stole a vehi-
cle Sunday, Sept. 4, at a 
Marion County conve-
nience store on County 
Road 484 and led law 
enforcement authorities 

on a short 
p u r s u i t 
into Cit-
rus Coun-
ty, before 
abandon-
ing the ve-
hicle and 
attempting 
to flee on 

foot, was apprehended, 
according to a Citrus 
County Sheriff’s Office 
spokeswoman.

Joshua Lea Fleming, 34, 
was charged with grand 
theft auto and resisting a 
law enforcement office, 
said Brittany Carman. 
Fleming will have to face 
charges in Citrus first 
then be brought to Mari-
on County to face pend-
ing charges, according to 
a MCSO spokesman.

After Fleming ditched 
the vehicle in the area of 
West Dunnellon Road 
and North Riverbend 
Road, CCSO sent an alert 
to residents in the area 
alerting them to the pres-
ence of an “armed sus-
pect in the area.”

Authorities did not re-
cover a firearm, Carman 
told the Chronicle late 
Sunday evening. Accord-
ing to the Florida De-
partment of Corrections 
website, Fleming was 
convicted of burglary of 
unoccupied dwelling in 
July 2019, having been 
sentenced to two years 
in prison. He was release 
from state custody in 
May 2021.

Library offering 
preparedness 
class Tuesday

In the immortal words 
of a crustacean from a 
beloved children’s classic 
about a mermaid: “The 
human world is a mess.” 
When it comes to weather 
and other disasters, it can 
sometimes feel like Flor-
ida’s messier than most.

Hurricanes? Check. 
Fires? Double check. 
Flooding? Check, check, 
check.

On Sept. 6 at 10 a.m., 
come to the Coastal Re-
gion Library in Crys-
tal River for a program 
to prepare for whatev-
er Florida might bring 
throughout the year.

“It’s A Disaster! What 
Do You Do?!?” will be 
presented by the Sci-
ence Education Training 
and Support Foundation 
(SETS) using their 40 
years of disaster training 
to make sure the public 
knows what to do when 
life goes sideways.

The program will cov-
er topics such as different 
kinds of weather warnings, 
how to make an evacua-
tion plan for different time 
frames, and everything 
to put into an emergency  
grab-and-go bag.

This program is for all 
ages and registration is 
required. Library pro-
grams are free and avail-
able to everyone.

For additional informa-
tion, call a local branch, 
follow @CitrusLibraries 
on Facebook or Insta-
gram, or view the on-
line calendar at attend. 
citruslibraries.org/events.
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FLEMING

City to vote on property tax rate
By FRED HIERS
Chronicle Reporter

The proposed lowered property 
tax rate for Inverness could see its 
first step to being set in stone when 
the city’s council meets Tuesday.

The council will take the first of 
two votes on Inverness’ 2022-23 
ad valorem rate, reducing the mill-
age rate to 7.7600 from the current 
2021-22 rate of 7.8211.

If approved, it would mark the 
third consecutive year the city 
council has reduced the ad valorem 

rate.
Under the pro-

posed millage rate, 
the city’s total rev-
enues, including 
property taxes, 
charges for services, 
and fund balances 
and reserves, would 

be nearly $62.9 million.
And this is how the proposed mill-

age rate effects property owners.
One mill in property, or ad valorem 

taxes, is equal to $1 for each $1,000 
of the property’s taxable value. So 

if a property is worth $75,000, after 
homestead exemptions, the prop-
erty owner’s city property taxes 
would be $582 if the millage rate 
remains at 7.7600. That does not 
include county or school taxes.

The rollback rate is the millage 
rate which would generate the same 
amount of property tax as the previ-
ous year. So if the value of taxable 
property in the city increases, the 
rollback rate decreases. The roll-
back rate for 2022-23 is 7.1673.

The council will meet 5:30 p.m., 
city hall, 212 W. Main St., Inverness.

The second vote on the millage 
will be Sept. 20.

 ■ Also in council business, the 
council will receive a presentation 
by the city’s public arts consultant 
about two public arts projects in 
support of this year’s Festival of the 
Arts.

Pamela Zeljak, with Civic Icon 
Arts, will give the council an up-
date. This year’s art projects follow 
a successful 2021 mural project and 
Festival of the Arts.

WILLIAMS

Touching souls with art

By NANCY KENNEDY
Chronicle Reporter

As Christmas 2008 approached, 
Robert Ralph wanted to do some-
thing special for his wife, Alexis.

So, he asked her what she wanted, 
and her reply made him laugh at first, 
and then filled him with anxiety.

“I want you to draw me a picture,” 
she told him.

“I had just illustrated a book I 
wrote for our daughter, Christa, and 
the drawings were awful,” Ralph 
said. “They were stick figures, but 
not even good stick figures.”

He struggled with his wife’s re-
quest. On the one hand, it was 
something she wanted from him. 
On the other hand, he could do a lot 
of things well, but drawing was not 
one of them.

“But I did it,” he said. “I made a 
drawing, wrapped it up and put it 
under the Christmas tree. It was aw-
ful, flat-out awful.”

At 2 a.m. on Christmas Eve, 
Ralph woke up in tears, filled with 
dread.

He prayed, “Lord, I can’t give that 
to her! It’s just bad.”

He said he felt God answering 
him with a question: “Do you want 
help?”

Photos by Matthew Beck / Chronicle photo editor

Robert Ralph is a late bloomer when it comes to artwork. After a career as a welder, he found his talents as an artist. He says that he still struggles with his craft at 
times but prayer helps him through his artistic process.

Florida cities look to snuff 
out smoking on beaches
By JIM TURNER
The News Service of Florida

PANAMA CITY BEACH — Vis-
iting from Johnson City, Tennessee, 
Paul and Gail Odom hadn’t noticed 
people smoking or cigarette butts 
strewn on the sand as they strolled 
along the lapping Gulf of Mexico 
waters Thursday morning.

But shortly after being told about 
a proposed change that would ban 
smoking cigarettes on Panama City 
Beach, they saw a pile of discarded 
butts in the sand.

Paul Odom said people shouldn’t 
leave cigarette butts in the sand, 
while saying smoking is “every-
body’s individual choice.” Gale 
Odom, pointing to an area away 
from a line of beach chairs and the 
water, added “I think if they’re go-
ing to smoke, they should smoke 
like there, away from people.”

Mallory Archer, a Natchez, Mis-
sissippi, resident enjoying a final 
day of vacation by relaxing on the 

beach, was more straightforward in 
supporting the proposed ban.

“That’s easy for me to say be-
cause I’m not a smoker,” Archer 
said. “So, I recognize that.”

Panama City Beach is among sev-
eral communities that in the com-
ing weeks and months could move 
forward under a new state law that 
allows cities and counties to ban 
smoking cigarettes and vaping at 

locally controlled 
beaches and parks.

Panama City 
Beach Mayor Mark 
Sheldon said the 
city council is wait-
ing for legal direc-
tion on the proposed 
change. But with 

the issue expected to be taken up 
later this month, he sees the pro-
posal as helping the environment 
by limiting trash and simply being 
“the right thing to do.”

SHELDON

State considers shift on 
property insurer ratings
By JIM SAUNDERS
The News Service of Florida

TALLAHASSEE — Angry at a 
ratings agency that raised the pos-
sibility of downgrading 17 Flori-
da property insurers, state leaders 
could be poised to look for an al-
ternative.

The Joint Legislative Budget 
Commission this week is expect-
ed to consider a proposal to spend 
$1.5 million to hire a consultant 
that would look at options for prop-
erty insurers to get adequate finan-
cial ratings.

Such ratings are important, in 
part, because mortgage-industry 
giants Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac require homes to be insured 
by financially sound companies. If 
insurers lose satisfactory ratings, 
homeowners could be forced to 
find other coverage.

State insurance regulators scram-
bled in July after they said the De-

motech ratings agency threatened 
to downgrade 17 insurers amid 
widespread financial problems in 
the property-insurance market. De-
motech ultimately downgraded one 
company and withdrew ratings for 
two companies, according to the 
proposal going before the legisla-
tive panel next week.

Insurance Commissioner Da-
vid Altmaier and 
state Chief Finan-
cial Officer Jimmy 
Patronis publicly 
questioned Demo-
tech, with Patronis 
sharply criticizing 
the agency in letters 
to leaders of Fannie 

Mae, Freddie Mac and the Federal 
Housing Finance Agency.

“If (Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac) de-authorized a sizeable per-
centage of Florida’s insurers based 
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Chaplain uses artistic 

talent to minister to people

This vibrant watercolor of a manatee named Sunny is a popular print Robert 
Ralph sells. See ART, page A4


