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Editor’s note: The three members of the second Florida Wild-
life Corridor Expedition are filing weekly dispatches of their 
1,000-mile, 10-week journey to highlight the value of keep-
ing an open pathway through the state for wildlife. Here is the 
story of the third week.

BY MALLORY LYKES DIMMITT

I t was hard to want to leave our perch, nestled among 
the swamp cabins on stilts that dot the rivers and creeks 
of Chassahowitzka, but a falling tide carried our kayaks 
west to Seven Cabbage Cut and the next leg of our jour-

ney, skirting the saltwater edge of the Nature Coast. The over-
cast light at dawn and its flat gray reflection gave way to a 
brilliant blue sky, helping us to discern the white crowns of 
bald eagles topping the handful of palm trunks that stick out 
above the salt marsh and give the place its name.

 Not unlike the mangrove seedlings colonizing this stretch 
of coast, we drifted slowly north through the shallow water, 
over oyster bars and between islands. We ate lunch in our 
boats, floating, as the marsh grass flats didn’t invite stopping. 

After crossing the Homosassa River, we witnessed three 
dolphins feeding in a small bay, stirring up mud and mullet 
as they pumped their tales and swam in tight circles. Pelicans 
and terns took part in the commotion, diving and focusing 
our attention on the dolphin’s rapidly changing location.

We paddled fast from 
spot to spot trying to 
film the frenzy, and were 
ultimately rewarded by 
a single dolphin who 
stayed nearby a long 
time afterward, work-
ing the shallows and cre-
ating a formidable wake 
as it rushed right along-
side our kayaks to and 
fro, rolling over slightly 
to eye us through the crys-
tal clear water and emitting a high pitched sound that is 
audibly captured in our video recording. 

This dolphin encounter was an uplifting welcome to 
the saltwater realm, and helped carry us in high spirits for 
the final miles into Ozello. (I didn’t realize until arrival that 
we’d been in our boats for eight straight hours and paddled 
more than 15 miles.) Surrounded by the St. Martins Marsh 
Aquatic Preserve, an expanse of protected estuaries teeming 
with life, Ozello is a tiny town jutting out from Florida’s Gulf 
Coast. We were hosted by the Ozello Civic Association to a 
group dinner and a warm spot to camp indoors.  

We returned to Crystal River on our rest day to explore 

Three Sisters Springs, paddling and 
swimming among manatees, then seek-
ing refuge indoors from the passing 
front as the manatees sought the warm 
waters of the springs. We then paddled 
the spring-fed and crystal-clear Rainbow 
River before bicycling north through 
the coastal forests of Gulf Hammock to 
Cedar Key. 

When we arrived in Cedar Key,  Aqua-
culture Association members fed us a 
dinner of local seafood. Our interactions 
with local people have made the journey 
all the richer. These coastal communities 
depend on a near-pristine environment 
for their economic and cultural survival, 
and they actively welcome visitors to 
come experience their way of life.

Follow their progress here in Perspective, at FloridaWildlifeCorridor.
org, wusfnews.wusf.usf.edu/term/florida-wildlife-
corridor-expedition and on social media: Facebook.com/
FloridaWildlifeCorridor; Instagram: @FL_WildCorridor; Twitter: 
@FL_WildCorridor. Follow Ward’s photography at Instagram.com/
CarltonWard and Facebook.com/CarltonWardPhotography.

Dolphins and a long paddle
Photograph by Carlton Ward Jr., carltonward.com

A calf nurses in Three Sisters Springs in Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge, drawn by the warm water. There were 528 by Sunday, when high tides allowed the manatees into the relatively shallow 
spring to escape the cold. Newborns, four feet long and 60 pounds, can swim to the surface and breathe just after birth. But calves depend on their mothers and their milk for up to two years.

Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition   |   ’Glades to Gulf, Week 3

Perspective >  tampabay.com/opinion

Since Scott, a neophyte with scant 
knowledge of Florida history, took 
office in 2011, the public Cabinet has 
become an extension of Scott himself: 
scripted and superficial with plenty of 
self-promotion. Rather than a forum 
for policy discussions, meetings occur 
less frequently and are mostly fluff and 
photo-ops. They begin with a beam-
ing Bondi parading around the Capi-
tol meeting room holding a lovable dog 
being offered for adoption. Gone are 
robust discussions of education and the 
environment that are part of the Cabi-
net’s purview.

Bailey, 67, was ousted from office 
on three hours’ notice. The ax fell two 
weeks after the arrival of Scott’s new 
chief of staff, Melissa Sellers. The 32-
year-old Sellers, a former Louisiana 
political operative, had no policy expe-
rience in Florida and had recently run 
Scott’s re-election campaign, where 
friction with FDLE was so common 
that agents referred to Scott’s inner cir-
cle of out-of-state aides as the “Loui-
siana Mafia.” Scott publicly said Bai-
ley resigned, and the governor quickly 
appointed a personal favorite at FDLE 
as Bailey’s interim successor with no 
discussion or search.

Bailey called Scott a liar, saying he 
was forced out by Scott’s lawyer, Pete 
Antonacci, and that the lawyer said he 
had the “concurrence” of Cabinet mem-
bers. When Cabinet members finally 
did react to Bailey’s ouster, they said 
they were blind-sided.

“Their level of curiosity is baffling 
to me,” said Mark Ivester, who spent 15 
years as a Cabinet aide to former Comp-

troller Gerald Lewis, and who has been 
a harsh critic on Facebook.

The result leaves many unanswered 
questions about whether the Cabinet 
members — the only people with the 
power to stop Scott — are doing their 
jobs. Their acquiescence has raised 
questions about the independence of 
the state law enforcement agency, cre-
ated in 1967 to assist local police agen-
cies, conduct high-level criminal intel-
ligence and probe public corruption.

The affair also raises questions about 
the independence of the Republican 
Cabinet and its willingness to take on 

a governor from the same party. As 
events erupted into a full-blown fiasco, 
all three, two of whom want to be gov-
ernor some day, have harshly criticized 
Scott and demanded changes in how 
Cabinet agency heads are appointed, 
evaluated and replaced.

“This is a very serious issue about the 
governance of our state,” said lawyer 
Martha Barnett, a member of the 1998 
Constitution Revision Commission 
that recommended a downsizing of 
the Cabinet from six members to three, 
which voters approved. “The Cabinet 
members have a constitutional respon-

sibility to have looked at Commissioner 
Bailey,” Barnett said. “It sounds to me 
like people either forgot it, didn’t know 
it or ignored it.”

A much-belated public discussion of 
Bailey’s ouster and a plan for manag-
ing appointments is set for Thursday at 
an unlikely venue: near the midway of 
the state fairgrounds in Tampa, chosen 
long ago as the meeting site to mark the 
opening of the state fair.

Voters established the current three-
member Cabinet in 1998. Until then, 
the original Cabinet had six members, 
a vestige of the state’s agrarian origins, 
built to restrict the political reach of 
governors, many of whom resented it. 
Republican Gov. Claude Kirk dismissed 
an all-Democratic Cabinet as “the six 
dwarfs.”

Cabinet members were long viewed 
as being controlled by the interests they 
regulated, such as banking and insur-
ance. Three members were driven from 
office by scandal in the 1970s, and mar-
athon meetings were spent approving 
purchases of pencils and paper.

“There was a time when the Cabinet 
micromanaged Cabinet agencies. The 
pendulum has swung too far the other 
way,” said Putnam, who has been Scott’s 
loudest critic and offered the most sub-
stantive reform proposals.

They include quarterly reports from 
Cabinet agencies, annual reviews of 
agencies’ performance and an appoint-
ments selection committee. He also 
would require that agencies’ budget 
requests be given to the Cabinet at the 
same time they are given to the gover-
nor and Legislature, not months later.

Putnam was angry when he learned 
that at Bailey’s final Cabinet appear-
ance on Dec. 9, the FDLE chief had 
been muzzled by Scott and told not to 
offer a plan to reduce high turnover 
due to low pay for FDLE lab analysts.

Scott’s actions have raised questions 
about whether Cabinet aides, work-
ing in private, may have circumvented 
Florida Sunshine Law. Bondi, generally 
Scott’s most loyal Cabinet ally, agrees 
that back-channel talk among aides to 
Scott and Cabinet members might have 
been illegal.

“We need an absolute, thorough 
change in the way things are being 
handled,” said Bondi, who suggested 
involving open government legal 
experts in a review. “Everything has to 
be done in the sunshine.”

Atwater has called for a halt to Scott’s 
talk of replacing any other state agency 
heads. “I believe the Cabinet should 
now take its time to develop a very 
clear process, by agency,” he said.

Atwater’s predecessors are stunned.
Former Comptroller Bob Milligan, a 

Republican who served on the Cabinet 
from 1994 to 2002, said he was shocked 
that any Cabinet agency head would be 
ousted and replaced without Cabinet 
members’ involvement in a nominat-
ing process and search. “This should 
not be a system where one person can 
wander off and do whatever he wants 
to do,” Milligan said.

Times researcher Caryn Baird contributed 
to this report. Contact Steve Bousquet at 
bousquet@tampabay.com or (850) 224-
7263. Follow @stevebousquet.

.   CABINET continued from 1P

The Florida Cabinet
Florida’s elected Cabinet system is unique among the 50 states. The original six-
member Cabinet was created in the post-Reconstruction state Constitution of 
1885 and greatly limited the governor’s power.
Updated in the 1968 Constitution, the Cabinet consisted of six statewide elected 
officials: the secretary of state, attorney general, comptroller, treasurer, commis-
sioner of agriculture and commissioner of education.
In 1998, Florida voters reduced the Cabinet to three members: attorney general, 
agriculture commissioner and a new chief financial officer, combining the 
duties of the comptroller and treasurer.
Ten state agencies report to both the governor and at least one Cabinet mem-
ber.
The governor is technically not a Cabinet member. As a collegial body, the 
governor and Cabinet are subject to Florida’s Sunshine Law, and are prohibited 
from discussing public business in private.
Historically, governors have resented having to share power with Cabinet mem-
bers. Former Gov. Claude Kirk called Cabinet members “the six dwarfs.” 
The longest-serving Cabinet member in Florida history was Nathan Mayo, com-
missioner of agriculture from 1923 to 1960. His successor, Doyle Conner, served 
from 1961 to 1991.

Sources: The Florida Handbook; Governor’s Office; Times research


