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Preface

Welcome

FloridaCommerce, Special District Accountability Program (Program), is pleased to publish and update
the Florida Special District Handbook to help Florida’s special districts comply with the requirements
specified in Chapter 189, Florida Statutes — Uniform Special District Accountability Act.

To find information quickly, review the Table of Contents and the alphabetized Subject Index. For further
information, contact the appropriate agency specialist (see Appendix C: Specialty Area Contacts).

Updates

Minor updates are made as the Program becomes aware of them. Approximately every two years, usually
after July 1, when new laws often become effective, contributing agencies are asked to review their
material and provide updates. The most recent thorough review and update was completed in October
2022.

Disclosures

Topics are covered in summary form. Accordingly, each special district should consult with its legal
counsel to address any questions or concerns related to specific statutory requirements. If anything is
unclear, the applicable statute(s) and rule(s) shall prevail.

Acknowledgements

The following state agencies regularly contribute material and provide updates to help special districts
understand and comply with state requirements as they relate to special districts. Their contributions are
greatly appreciated.

o Executive Office of the Governor of Florida, Office of the Chief Inspector General
e Florida Auditor General, Local Government Section
e Florida Commission on Ethics, Public Information Section
e Florida Department of Financial Services
o Bureau of Collateral Management
o Bureau of Deferred Compensation
o Bureau of Financial Reporting
e Florida Department of Management Services, Division of Retirement
e Florida Department of Revenue, Property Tax Oversight
e Florida Department of State, Division of Library and Information Services
o Florida Legislature
o Joint Administrative Procedures Committee
o Joint Legislative Auditing Committee

o Office of Program Policy Analysis and Government Accountability
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e Florida Office of the Attorney General

o State Board of Administration of Florida
o Division of Bond Finance
o Financial Operations

Report Errors and Make Suggestions

If you have any suggestions on how we can improve the Florida Special District Handbook, or if you find
any errors or broken links, please contact the Program at SpecialDistricts@Commerce.fl.gov or 850.
717.8430.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Special Districts

Special District Defined
A special district means . . .

". .. a unit of local government created for a special purpose, as opposed to a general-purpose, which
has jurisdiction to operate within a limited geographic boundary and is created by general law, special act,
local ordinance, or by rule of the Governor and Cabinet.” (Section 189.012(6), Florida Statutes)

Simply put, a special district is a unit of local special-purpose government. Special districts are very
similar to municipalities and counties (local general-purpose government). In fact, all three are more alike
than different. All three:

¢ Have a governing body with policy-making powers
e Provide essential governmental services and facilities
e Operate within a limited geographical area
The main difference is their purpose:
e Municipalities and counties:
o Provide local general governmental services
o Have broad powers
e Special districts:
o Provide local specialized governmental services
o Have limited, related, and explicit prescribed powers

The terms "public body," "body politic," and "political subdivision" include special districts (see section
1.01(8), Florida Statutes).

Excluded Entities

The following entities are not special districts:
e School districts
e Community colleges

e Municipal Service Taxing or Benefit Units as specified in section 125.01, Florida Statutes -
Powers and duties

e Seminole and Miccosukee Tribe Special Improvement Districts established under section 285.17,
Florida Statutes - Special improvement districts; Seminole and Miccosukee Tribes

e Boards providing electrical services that are political subdivisions of a municipality or part of a
municipality

Entities that do not have policy-making powers, such as advisory boards, are not special districts.

The Status of Special Districts: "Dependent” and "Independent”

Special districts are classified as either "dependent” or "independent.”

Chapter 1: Introduction to Special Districts
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Dependent Special District \

A dependent special district meets at least one of the following criteria:

e The special district’s governing body membership is identical to a single county or a single
municipality’s governing body membership. Although the membership is identical, the governing
bodies are separate governing bodies.

o All members of the special district's governing body are appointed by the governing body of a
single county or a single municipality.

e During their unexpired terms, the special district’'s governing body members are subject to
removal at will by the governing body of a single county or a single municipality.

e The special district has a budget that requires approval through an affirmative vote by the
governing body of a single county or a single municipality.

e The special district has a budget that can be vetoed by the governing body of a single county or a
single municipality.

Independent Special District

An independent special district does not meet any of the dependent criteria. A special district that
includes more than one county is independent unless it lies wholly within the boundaries of a single
municipality.

The Significance of the "Dependent” and "Independent” Status

e Generally, counties and municipalities are authorized to create only dependent special districts. A
few exceptions exist, such as community development districts established under Chapter 190,
Florida Statutes, that are smaller than 2,500 acres. For more information see Chapter 3: Creating
and Amending Special Districts.

e Certain dependent special districts may have their financial reports and audits included with those
of their local governing authority, as opposed to paying for a separate stand-alone financial audit.
This can be a cost-savings for dependent special districts. Independent special districts must
report separately from municipalities and counties.

e A special district's classification may affect local millage caps. If a dependent special district has
the authority to levy ad valorem taxes, its ad valorem millage must be added to the millage of the
county or municipality that created it. The combined total of their millage rates must not exceed
the millage cap set for the county or municipality.

Examples of Special Districts

Throughout Florida, special districts provide about 80 specialized purposes (see the Official List of
Special Districts). Some of these special districts operate in multiple counties, such as the Water
Management Districts. Others serve a small neighborhood, helping residents develop and maintain
common areas. Popular types of special districts include:

e Special districts that allow new residential, commercial, and industrial developments to occur by
financing, building, and maintaining common infrastructure and facilities (for example, roads,
landscaping, water and sewer lines, street lighting, and drainage systems).

e Special districts that help attract businesses and retail establishments to specific areas by
redeveloping, improving, and maintaining commercial areas and facilities (for example, sidewalks,
building facades, bicycle lanes, parking facilities, signs, and roadways).

Dependent Special District
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e Special districts that protect life and property by providing fire control and rescue, flood control,
and emergency medical services.

e Special districts that provide major infrastructure and facilities serving large areas (for example,
airports, roads and bridges, expressways, seaports, waterways, and utility systems).

e Special districts that help make Florida a desirable place to live, work and visit by providing civic,
health, educational, conservation, parks, sports, and recreational facilities. For a detailed list of
special district special purposes, please see the Official List of Special Districts - Special
Purposes Cross Referenced.

A Brief History of Special Districts

Benjamin Franklin established the first special district on December 7, 1736, when he created the Union
Fire Company of Philadelphia, a volunteer fire department. Residents in a certain neighborhood paid a
fee to receive fire protection services. Any resident not paying the fee had no fire protection services.
Soon, many volunteer fire departments formed throughout Philadelphia.

In Florida, the first special districts were created almost 200 years ago. At the time, Florida was a territory
of log settlements scattered between the only two cities: Pensacola and St. Augustine. The entire territory
consisted of two large counties: Escambia and St. Johns, whose contiguous border was defined by the
Suwannee River. Because no roads existed, the Territorial Legislators had to make the long, difficult sea
voyage between the co-capitals, Pensacola, and St. Augustine. In 1822, the legislators voted to establish
a capital in a more convenient location. A year later, two men met on a pine-covered hill, halfway between
Pensacola and St. Augustine and chose the site of the new capital. Within a year, Florida's first Capitol, a
small log cabin just big enough for all six legislators, was built in what is today Tallahassee.

Early on, Floridians realized that the transportation needs of a growing territory could be effectively
managed by a group of local citizens organized into a district with vested powers. During the same
session that the decision was made to move the capital, the Territorial Legislature also authorized the
creation of the first special districts in Florida by enacting the Road, Highway and Ferry Act of 1822.
Created to establish and maintain public roads, the first road districts had no taxation authority and solved
their labor needs by conscription. Men failing to report to work were fined one dollar per day.

In 1845, soon after Florida became a state, 