[image: image1.png]



OFFICE OF THE CITY COUNCIL
CHERYL L. BROWN







117 WEST DUVAL STREET, SUITE 425
            DIRECTOR



         



  
4TH FLOOR, CITY HALL 

   OFFICE (904) 630-1452


   




JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA  32202

     FAX (904) 630-2906







                                     

  E-MAIL: CLBROWN@coj.net

PERSONNEL COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES
November 16, 2010
11:30 a.m.

Location:  City Council Conference Room A, Suite 425, City Hall – St. James Building; 117 West Duval Street,

In attendance:  Council President Webb, Council Members Joost, Lee, Hyde, Jones, Crescimbeni and Johnson
Also: Cheryl Brown – Council Secretary/Director; Kirk Sherman, Kyle Billy and Trista Straits – Council Auditor’s Office; Michael Givens – Administration and Finance Department; Peggy Sidman – Office of General Counsel; Carol Owens – Legislative Services Division; Kristi Sikes – City Council Administration; William Jeter – VAB attorney; Suzie Loving, Celeste Hicks and Sandra Lane – ECAs; Jeff Clements – City Council Research; Tia Mitchell – Florida Times-Union
Meeting Convened:  11:34 a.m.

Council President Webb convened the meeting and asked VAB attorney William Jeter to give some background about the authority and operations of the Value Adjustment Board.  Mr. Jeter explained that the VAB is established by state law and funded by a $15 filing fee from petitioners, subsidized by additional local funding (60% from county, 40% from school board).  The clerk of the governing body is the clerk of the VAB and the VAB must hire a private sector attorney because of the conflict of interest in having a governmental attorney represent the body.  The VAB will hear approximately 5,000 cases this year, about the same as last year, but the case load as grown exponentially over the past 4 years from 500 to 5,000 cases.  Changes in the Florida Constitution and state statutes, combined with the very low application fee, encourage property owners to file challenges resulting in large numbers of applications and a very large case load.  Jacksonville, as a consolidated government, is unique among Florida counties in handling the VAB function with staff from the governing body.  In most if not all other counties, the Clerk of the Court handles the VAB function.
Council Auditor Kirk Sherman outlined the findings of his office’s special report (not an audit) on VAB’s cash handling.  The study initially reviewed the 2009 records and after the procedural problems from 2009 were identified, first looked back at 2008, then shifted to developing new procedures to improve the system for the 2010 filing year.  The primary finding was a failure to follow established City cash handling procedures.  Large amounts of cash were accumulated without being deposited each day, and the cash was held in a moderately secure facility which could be accessed by approximately a dozen people.  Approximately $11,000 appears to be missing from 2008 and 2009 VAB operations and the presumed theft has been reported to the Sheriff’s Office and State Attorney’s Office for investigation.  Prior to the initiation of the Auditor’s special report the Council staff had recognized weaknesses in the system and had arranged for VAB to relocate from the City Council Legislative Services Division office to a dedicated office on the third floor of City Hall and had arranged for the installation of a safe to store application fee receipts.  
President Webb stated that the problems had been identified in-house and are being appropriately addressed.  The Personnel Committee will await the Auditor’s annual follow-up to determine that all recommendations for improvement are being followed. All staff members have been trained in proper cash handling policies and procedures and that training has been documented.

In response to a question from Council Member Jones about the existence of an informal review process for property valuation challenges, Mr. Jeter explained that there is a process by which property owners can have a meeting with representatives of the Property Appraiser’s Office to discuss their valuation without having to file a petition for a formal hearing.  All property owners are informed about and urged to utilize that informal mechanism first as a way of potentially avoiding the time and cost of a formal appeal; unfortunately given the volume of appeals and the state-mandated time limit for the informal review process (25 days from mailing of the TRIM notice), it is impossible for the Property Appraiser’s Office personnel to meet the demand for informal hearings, so formal petitions are filed in almost all cases.
Council Member Crescimbeni noted that the state-mandated $15 filing fee comes nowhere near covering the City’s costs of processing VAB transactions and, combined with the shortcomings of the informal hearing process, practically encourages every dissatisfied property owner to file an appeal.  Cheryl Brown reported that the cost of VAB operations for this year is $984,000.  Mr. Jeter suggested a point to consider: in the grand scheme of things, a $1 million VAB budget divided by the 350,000 parcels of property in the county is only $3 per parcel; $1 million divided by 5,000 appeals is $200 per appeal.  The price is relatively small to ensure that property owners feel their property is fairly assessed and fairly taxed.  Council Member Johnson stated that Jacksonville is recognized as having one of the most customer-friendly VAB processes in the state, and we serve as a model for other jurisdictions that come to see what we’re doing right.
Cheryl Brown expressed thanks to everyone who helped deal with the problem and worked on corrections, including the VAB attorney, Auditor’s Office, Office of General Counsel, and City Treasurer.  The office is now operating at a high level.

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 12:03 p.m.

Jeff Clements, Council Research Division 
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