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JACKSONVILLE CITY COUNCIL

TRUE COMMISSION

LEGISLATIVE TRACKING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES
March 11, 2016
12:00 p.m.

City Council Conference Room B
Suite 425, City Hall

117 W. Duval Street

Attendance: Committee Member Greg Radlinski (Chair), Danny Ferreira, John Pittman, Chris Brady, Ralph Hodges
Also: Jeff Clements - City Council Research; Laura Stagner-Crites – Jacksonville Housing Finance Authority; Jerry Holland and Kay Ehas - Property Appraiser’s Office
See attached sign-in sheet for additional attendees.

The meeting was called to order at 12:00 p.m. by Chairman Radlinski and the group reviewed the following bills:
2016-159 (authorizing issuance of $50 million in Jacksonville Housing Finance Authority single family housing bonds): Laura Stagner, the Finance Director of the Housing and Community Development Division, explained how private activity bonds work. The state gets an allocation of private use bond capacity from the federal government that is reallocated to counties. The City generally qualifies for an annual allocation of $40-50 million per year which it applies for in the form of single family mortgage revenue bonds, which are convertible to multi-family housing bonds if the market for that vehicle is preferred in the marketplace.   The bond sale produces funding that allows banks to offer mortgages to homebuyers at a below-market rate. The last time the JHFA did a single family bond issue was 2007 because interest rates have been so low in recent years that governmental financing would not produce below-market rates.  
Ms. Stagner explained how the underwriting process takes place by the issuing banks and the basic criteria that borrowers have to meet (minimum income, minimum credit score, FHA/VA eligibility criteria, etc.). She described how individual mortgages are bundled into mortgage backed securities and sold to investors and stated that there has never been a default of any of those JHFA mortgage backed securities. The Jacksonville Housing Finance Authority is established as a separate financial entity from the City so there is no City liability for single-family bonds issued by the Authority.  And since the JHFA acts as a conduit borrower only for multi-family bonds, the City never has any liability for those bonds. She explained how the debt service is handled and explained the 10-year redemption option in the bonds that offers an opportunity to pay off the bonds early and realize a debt service savings that can generate cash for the JHFA to use to pay issuance expenses for future bond issues.

In response to a question, Ms. Stagner explained why the bill authorizes refunding of previous bonds, which is standard practice for the initial allocation ordinance to authorize any possible use allowable by the IRS, whether the City intends to exercise any of those options or not. She explained how private developers make application to the JHFA for use of bond capacity after the allocation from the private purpose revenue bond pool is approved by the state and how the conversion from single-family use to multi-family use takes place. Conversion to multi-family requires that the JHFA have a specific project ready to make application for the funds. 
Commissioner Ferreira expressed his philosophical opposition to financing lower-than-market mortgage rates for homebuyers because he believes they incentivize people to buy more home than they can afford which could lead to mortgage defaults that are bad for neighborhoods.
2016-168 (authorizing the Property Appraiser and Tax Collector to enter into an agreement with a third party vendor to identify improperly claimed homestead exemptions): Property Appraiser Jerry Holland and his Chief Administrative Officer Kay Ehas explained that his office already has a compliance office that investigates improper homestead exemption claims and has ramped up its efforts substantially with additional personnel since Mr. Holland was elected last year. Those personnel have generated considerable positive results but have just scratched the surface of what is believed to be available to be caught. The PAO will continue to do its in-house effort and proposes to hire a private vendor that has access to more national databases that can check homesteads claimed in other states. The hope is that the vendor can help catch up the large backlog of improper homesteads that have accrued over many years while the internal staff keeps up with newer cases. He anticipates it would take 4 years to catch up with the backlog after which the vendor would no longer be needed.
Mr. Holland explained that removing improper homestead exemptions generates a substantial amount of revenue for the 8 taxing districts in the county since, in addition to back taxes, penalties and interest collected, the value of the property goes up to full market value from the homesteaded value which generates additional ad valorem revenue. In response to the suggestion from the TRUE Commission that the Property Appraiser’s current annual postcard be changed from “return if you no longer qualify for the homestead exemption” to “return if you are still eligible for the homestead exemption”, Mr. Holland explained that no other county in Florida does it that way, presumably for good reason, and said it would require an increase in staff to review all 190,000 cards returned and then to follow up with those cases that need additional attention.
The Tax Collector will get a 2% processing fee on all the funds recaptured by the vendor in order to pay for additional processing and accounting effort to track which recaptures are generated by the Property Appraiser’s Office and which are generated by the vendor. The 2% is a standard processing charge by the Tax Collector for many of the collections it processes for other agencies. The bill authorizes a recovery fee of up to 30% (2% to the Tax Collector and up to 28% to the private vendor), and the Property Appraiser will negotiate with potential vendors for a lower fee.
Mr. Holland explained the differences in which types of cases are identified by his land records division (usually property owner deaths, divorces, etc.) and his compliance division (usually hot line tips). He also noted that the November general election ballot will have 3 referenda authorizing additional types of property tax exemptions.

Motion (Ferreira): recommend that the TRUE Commission supports passage of 2016-168 – approved unanimously.
2016-178 (appropriating $400,000 from Office of General Counsel retained earnings to the OGC ancillary legal charges account to pay for outside legal experts in a lawsuit alleging discriminatory promotional practices in the Fire and Rescue Department): Jeff Clements explained that the bill says the General Counsel’s Office has numerous active lawsuits that may require expenditure of funds from the ancillary legal charges account and this bill is intended to supplement the current funding in that account. Commissioner Hodges asked how many other departmental budgets have retained earnings account like the OGC’s budget. He also suggested that the City appears to be inconsistent in its defense of lawsuits, sometimes settling with plaintiffs in order to save the time and expense of long trials and other times continuing to fight the lawsuit over many years while accruing large legal bills. The rationale for settling cases versus fighting on is not readily apparent.
There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 1:13 p.m.

Jeff Clements, Chief

Council Research Division

Posted  3.11.16  2:00 p.m.
PAGE  
3

