OFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL
PALM BEACH COUNTY
CONTRACT OVERSIGHT NOTIFICATION
(2014-N-0124)
ISSUE DATE: AUGUST 5, 2014

John A. Carey
Inspector General

“Enhancing Public Trust in Government”
Town of Highland Beach
Town Charter Amendment and
Police Department and Town Commission Chamber Renovation Project
SUMMARY
What We Did
Pursuant to a citizen complaint, we
reviewed an October 2012 Town of
Highland
Beach
(Town)
Charter
amendment that increased the Town’s
“Funding Limitation” provision.
We also considered whether the Town’s
“Police
Department
and
Town
Commission
Chamber Renovation”
project contract complied with the
Town’s Charter.
What We Found
We found that the Town Commission’s
October 2012 Charter amendment
increasing the dollar threshold for
commencing municipal projects without
voter approval was not valid because it
was never approved by a public
referendum, as required by State law.
As a result, the requirement for voter
approval in advance of any project
exceeding $350,000 remains the
governing Charter provision.
We found that in February 2014, the
Town Commission approved the “Police
Department
and
Town
Chamber
Renovation” project contract estimated
to cost $850,000. However, because
the increased “Funding Limitation”
provision was never approved by a
public referendum, initiating this project

violated the Town’s Charter.
This
results in Questioned Costs1 totaling
$917,477.08.
What We Recommend
We issued two recommendations. First,
the Town should review all previous
Charter amendments enacted without a
public referendum to ensure that each
such amendment complies with State
law.
Second, until the “Funding
Limitation”
provision
is
properly
amended, future projects should adhere
to the existing limitation which requires
that any project or extension of services
costing more than $350,000 first be
approved by majority of the electorate.

1

Questioned costs can include costs incurred pursuant to a
potential violation of a provision of law, regulation, contract,
grant, cooperative agreement, or other agreement or
document governing the expenditure of funds, and/or a
finding that such costs are not supported by adequate
documentation, and/or a finding that the expenditure of funds
for the intended purpose is unnecessary or unreasonable in
amount. As such, not all questioned costs, as in this case,
are indicative of potential fraud or waste.
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BACKGROUND

On March 12, 1991, 84.36% of the Town’s electorate voted to amend the Town Charter
to include a “Funding Limitation,” requiring that a majority of the electorate approve any
single project, accumulation of projects or an extension of Town services in excess of
$350,000.
Because this amendment was the result of a public referendum conducted after the
1973 adoption of the Municipal Home Rule Powers Act, section 163.01, Florida
Statutes, requires a public referendum to change this Charter provision.
On October 2, 2012, the Town Commission voted to amend the Charter by replacing
the “Funding Limitation” of “$350,000.00” with “ten percent (10%) of the Town’s General
Fund budget.” This would have increased the size of projects which could be initiated
without voter approval to $1.17 million for fiscal year ending September 30, 2014.
On February 4, 2014, the Town Commission authorized a Construction Manager at Risk
contract to proceed with the Town’s “Police Department and Town Commission
Chamber Renovation” project. The project was expected to cost approximately
$850,000. No public referendum was conducted to approve this project.
On May 27, 2014, the Office of Inspector General (OIG) received a citizen complaint
concerning the Town of Highland Beach (Town) Commission. The complainant alleged
that:
1. The Town Commission amended the Town Charter without proper
authority. The Commission amended the Charter’s “Funding Limitation”
provision which essentially required that any project or extension of
services costing more than $350,000 first be approved by a majority of
the Town’s voters. The amended Charter provision increased the
$350,000 threshold for requiring voter approval; and,
2. The Town Commission approved a project it estimated would cost
$850,000 without voter approval.
FINDINGS
FINDING (1):
The Commission of the Town of Highland Beach did not to comply with the legal
requirements to amend its Charter.
Municipal Home Rule Powers Act, Chapter 166, Florida Statutes
Section 166.031(1), Florida Statutes, requires, with few exceptions, that a public
referendum is required to change a municipal charter. In AGO 2005-57, Florida’s
Attorney General commented on this, stating:
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“This office has consistently concluded that charters or charter provisions
adopted or readopted subsequent to the adoption of the Municipal Home Rule
Powers Act in 1973 may only be amended as provided in Section 166.031,
Florida Statutes….Thus, the procedure for amending municipal charters in
section 166.031 prevails and would require referendum approval for any
changes to the cities’ charters, except those specifically enumerated in section
166.031 Florida Statutes.”
OIG Review
In January 1991, the Town of Highland Beach proposed amending its Charter to include
a funding limitation. On March 12, 1991, the Town held municipal elections. The
proposed Charter amendment was included on the Official Ballot2 as “Referendum
Question No. 1” and passed by a margin of 84.36% to 15.64%; resulting in the Charter
being amended with the following language:
“Funding Limitation. Any single project or cumulation of projects, or extension
of Town services requiring an allocation of more than $350,000.00 in any given
fiscal year shall not be funded until the purposes and amounts of such
allocations shall first have been approved by the majority of votes cast in an
election of qualified electors residing in the Town …”
In March 2012, the Town Commission established a committee to review its Charter
and propose Charter changes.
In July 2012, the committee submitted its
recommendations to the Commission. One recommendation was that the dollar limit
($350,000.00) for a single project or accumulation of projects without a public
referendum be replaced with a calculation based on a percentage (7%) of Town’s
General Fund Budget. After a series of public meetings, on October 2, 2012, the
Commission voted, 4 to 1, to amend Section 2.01 of the charter by replacing the
“Funding Limitation” of “$350,000.00” with “ten percent (10%) of the Town’s General
Fund budget” (Ten percent of the Town’s General Fund Budget for FY 2013/14 would
be approximately $1.17 million). No public referendum was ever conducted on this
proposed amendment.
The Town’s Attorney’s records reflect the following. He understood that if this specific
Charter provision was the result of a public referendum conducted after 1973, a new
public referendum would be required to amend it.
His office had repeated
communications with the Office of the Town Clerk to determine if such a referendum
had occurred. After being advised by the Office of the Town Clerk that it could locate no
record of such a referendum, the Town Attorney advised the Town Commission that no
public referendum would be required for this proposed Charter amendment.
In fact, not only was this Charter provision the result of a public referendum conducted
in March 1991, but in 2003 an attempt to make a similar amendment to it was put to a
public referendum and defeated by the voters3.
In summary, the March, 2012 amendment to the “Funding Limitation” provision in the
Town’s Charter was never legally adopted by the majority of the electorate. Therefore,
the original Charter provision remains effective.

2

3

Attachment A is the March 12, 1991, “Official Ballot”, and results thereof, for the Town of Highland Beach.
Attachment B is the March 11, 2003, “Official Ballot”, and results thereof, for the Town of Highland Beach.
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FINDING (2):
The Town of Highland Beach entered into contracts related to the Police
Department and Town Commission Chamber Renovation project in violation of
the Town Charter.
OIG Review
On February 4, 2014, the Town Commission authorized a Construction Manager at Risk
contract to proceed with the Town’s “Police Department and Town Commission
Chamber Renovation” project. According to Town records, the following expenditures
are currently associated with the project:
Police Department and Town Commission Chamber Renovation
Project Number 14-001
Pre-Construction Phase
Base Guaranteed Maximum Price
Alternative 1 – Mobile Police Trailer
Audio Visual Services
TOTAL

$ 6,000.00
850,286.00
8,201.00
52,990.08
$917,477.08

Because the Town Commission never legally amended the Charter’s “Funding
Limitation” provision which requires a referendum and voter approval prior to “[a]ny
single project or cumulation (sic) of projects, or extension of Town services requiring an
allocation of more than $350,000.00 in any given fiscal year”, that provision remains in
effect.
This project was anticipated to cost approximately $850,000 over the course of calendar
year 2014, but was never presented to the Town’s voters for their approval. Therefore,
contracts approved by the Town Commission related to the “Police Department and
Town Commission Chamber Renovation” project violate the Town Charter.
As of the date of this Notification the questioned costs total $917,477.08. It is noted that
additional contracts entered into by the Town in excess of the Charter funding limitation
provision of $350,000 may result in additional questioned costs.
RECOMMENDATION
The Town of Highland Beach should:
1. Review all Charter amendments enacted without a public referendum to ensure
that each such amendment complies with State law.
2. Until the “Funding Limitation” provision is properly amended, future projects
should adhere to the existing limitation which requires that any single project,
accumulation of projects or extension of services requiring an allocation of more
than $350,000 be approved by majority of the electorate.
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RESPONSE FROM MANAGEMENT
On August 4, 2014, Kathleen Daily Weiser, Town Manager, provided the following
response to this Notification:
“We appreciate your review and concur with your conclusions. Furthermore, we
have taken steps to implement your recommendations.”
QUESTIONED COSTS
Questioned Costs Total =

$917,477.08
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The Inspector General’s Contract Oversight staff would like to extend our appreciation
to the Town of Highland Beach’s management for the cooperation and courtesies
extended to us during the contract oversight process.
This report is available on the OIG website at: http://www.pbcgov.com/OIG. Please
address inquiries regarding this report to Hank K. Nagel, Contract Oversight Manager,
by email at inspector@pbcgov.org or by telephone at (561) 233-2350.
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ATTACHMENT A – PAGE 1

P10
OFFICIAL BALLOT
TOWN OF HIGHLAND BEACH , FLORIDA
MUNICIPAL ELECTION - MARCH 12, 1991

REFERENDUM QUESTION NO . 1
TOWN CHARTER AMENDMENT
LIMITATION ON PROJECT FUNDING OF $350,000 . 00
IN ANY FISCAL YEAR WITH CERTAIN EXCEPTIONS .

Shall Ordinance No. 605 of the Town of High land Beach
proposing to amend Section 2 .01 of Art icle II of the Town
Charter to limit project funding In excess of $350,000.00 In any
fiscal year by requiring the approval of the electorate , except
when necessitated by an act of God/disaster or Htlgation
settlement, w ith election to be held only between November
1st and Apri l 1st of the following year be adopted?

YES

179

NO

180

REFERENDUM QUESTION NO . 2
TOWN CHARTER AMENDMENT
ELECTOR BONO ISSUE APPROVAL LIMITED TO NOVEMBER 1ST
THROUGH APRIL 1ST WITH CERTAIN EXCEPTIONS .

Shall Ordinance No. 606 of the Town of Highland Beach
proposing to amend Section 6 .01 of Article Vt of the Town
Charter to provide that elections to approve bond issues be
held only between November , st and April 1st of the
following year, except when necessitated by an act of
God/disaster or litigation selllement be adopted ?
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OFFICIAL BALLOT
TOWN OF HIGHLAND BEACH · MUNICIPAL ELECTION
MARCH 11 , 2003
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TOWN OF HIGHLAND BEACH
MARCH 11, 2003
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