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December 3, 2009 
 
To: Honorable Chairman and Members of the Board of County Commissioners 
 
From: Brent X. Thurmond, CPA, Clerk of Courts 
 
Cc: Ben Pingree, County Administrator 
 
Subject: Review of County Policies with Reference to Accounting Practices 
 
 
Introduction: 
Recently the Clerk’s office has felt caught up in some confusion raised by a memo circulated by a former 
County Division Director.  This confusion led to a BOCC action to set up a committee for review of accounting 
practicess.  While we welcome oversight and transparency, as this memo will explain, we are already the most 
audited office in County government, and feel that before there is a commitment of time and/or resources for 
County/Clerk staff and for additional professionals to review over this particular situation, that the Board 
members have as much information as possible to keep this issue in proper perspective. 
 
If this memo sounds a bit defensive, it is because my staff and I take our responsibilities very seriously and 
because we do not believe there is an accounting issue.  There are budget and policy decisions made regarding 
the legal use of these restricted funds.  I believe the budget and policy decisions made by you and your staff 
thus far are in accordance with the statutory guidelines for these restricted fees. 
 
As accountant to the Board, our office is charged by statute with ensuring the legality of expenditures of the 
County.  Because of that very significant responsibility, we are attempting to compile herein this documentation 
and present this pertinent information to any member of the public that may be interested in the facts and to 
enable the Board and the public to feel a proper level of assurance in this matter. 
 
Brief History: 
On November 16, 2009 an agenda item was placed before the Board of County Commissioners requesting the 
Board to review County policies with special or specific reference to accounting practices. 
 
The agenda item has as an attachment, a lengthy memo dated March 6, 2009 from the County’s previous 
Building Official and Division Director Luther Council.  If I may summarize his memo for purposes of this 
document, he states in essence that building fees are restricted by statute in their use and several charges and 
transfers made from the Building Fund were questioned by him. 
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This was sprung on all of us rather suddenly.  Having only seen the memo that raised the questions on the 
morning of the BOCC meeting (November 17) I attempted to put together a quick document that would help 
reassure you about this not being a serious problem.  I don’t think I did a very good job at that, thus we are now 
at this junction in this matter. 
 
Once the Board considers this package, and should they proceed with the appointment of the committee, I 
would like to have each member of the committee furnished with a copy of this in advance of its meeting.  I 
think they can make short work of their task with this information.  I really feel this memo will answer all of the 
questions raised in Mr. Council’s memo.  I do believe, as with just about any particular area of government at 
any level, that consideration should be given to any possible improvements that may made.  I am already aware 
of some minor enhancements that can be considered as we move forward with our Building department fees. 
 
I want to point out that Mr. Council contacted Chief Deputy (former Finance Director) Greg James in 2008 and 
Finance Director Tina Ruffin in 2009 regarding the use of building fees. At both times we explained the 
questioned costs that he brought before us.  Our office considered these discussions to be of a routine nature and 
to be successful in communicating the budgeting, allocations, and answering any questions brought up in these 
meetings.  Also of importance is the fact that the Wakulla County Building Fund has been audited twice under 
the most recent Division Director’s leadership/authority as Wakulla’s Building Official and, according to our 
auditor, Richard Powell, no one from the department ever questioned him on these costs or related concerns. 
 
On November 16, 2009 the Board approved (a 3-2 split vote) to do two things, first to have the County Attorney 
request an Attorney General opinion on the legality of the County’s cost allocation plan and the related use of 
building fees.  The Board also by same vote established in concept a committee to review the accounting 
practices and specifically review the nine (9) bullet points of questioned costs and transfers. 
 
Even though there will be no additional costs for the County Attorney to request an AG opinion, I remain 
concerned about these type projects driving up the ultimate (renegotiated) legal costs of the county.  From what 
I know about AGO’s, the Attorney General will not opine on our specific cost allocation plan, so the only thing 
he can really provide for us is a validation of what various professionals have already taken a position on.  The 
professionals who have already taken a position on the cost allocation plan would include your staff, myself as  
Certified Public Accountant and  Clerk, our cost allocation consultant, as well as several independent CPA’s.  
The position all of above have taken is that a cost allocation plan, prepared by a qualified firm or individual, 
represents the highest and best form of allocation methodology for indirect costs. As such, a cost allocation plan 
represents the strongest legal position that we as a County can put ourselves in. 
 
I believe you are in essence asking the AG whether it is a reasonable indirect expense to stay within a 
professionally prepared, well recognized, accepted by the federal grant agencies, cost allocation study.  I would 
suggest that your request for an AG opinion wait to see whether the committee feels it is necessary, as I believe 
a group of accountants will feel comfortable with our practices in light of the statutory wording. 
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I believe that both my staff (down-sized right now with Tina moving) and your staff are very busy and would 
hope that the time demands of this project on them could be held in the same level of concern that the desire for 
transparency and accountability are. 
 
I strongly urge you to look first for volunteer CPA’s to sit on the committee, rather than offering compensation 
for same.  There are a significant number of CPA’s in Wakulla County that, although not practicing publically, 
work for the State or other entities and may be more than willing to be a part of this committee.  This is 
especially so since I believe this packet should minimize the involvement to no more than a few hours for the 
completion of the task.  Keep in mind that you have already hired an independent auditor to audit the County’s 
books and review the accounting practices each year.   
 
Our office has almost identical issues in our court side operations, as we allocate both direct and indirect costs 
to both federal and state dollars, legally and successfully, every year for at least the last 10 years.  We are 
audited by the State Department of Financial Services for all of our court operations budgets, and by two CPA 
firms on our Child support and cost allocation plan.  We are also audited specifically in those same areas by the 
County hired CPA firm previously mentioned, Powell and Jones, CPA’s, including requirements by the Auditor 
General of Florida audit supplemental requirements. 
 
It is of particular importance to note that one of the two firms that audits the Child Support Grant indirect costs 
specifically requests each year to see the County’s Cost Allocation Plan.  At no time has the accounting 
practices or the Cost Allocation Plan been questioned by any of these independent firms. 
 
Now I hope you can see why we feel audited through and through, and although welcoming of the work of the 
committee, anxious to do our daily work and at some point, build enough confidence in our work to provide you 
with a higher level of assurance.  Commissioner Stewart, having more years of work experience with our office 
and knowledge of our commitment to doing things accurately and legally, is to be thanked for his kind 
comments at the public meeting. 
 
The law: 
Florida statutes section 553.80 (7)(a) states that eligible and allowable expenditures against the building funds 
would include the “direct and reasonable indirect costs” of enforcing the Florida Building code.  This is a basic 
but important distinction for you to understand in this matter.  Direct would include the salaries of people doing 
the actual work of enforcement including persons that may also do direct work for other related departments in 
county government. 
 
Indirect costs would include those people who provide administrative, budgetary, legal, financial, etc. overhead 
type functions to the department.  The cost study has stated that Wakulla County general funds could, if they 
wanted to, receive a reimbursement for indirect costs of $115,017 annually from the Building fund, over and 
above the direct costs charged against those funds. Wakulla County considers all of those costs currently 
charged against the building fees to be direct, meaning we would have a tremendous amount of additional 
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flexibility for charging against the building funds.  As of today, we have not charged the Building Fund for any 
indirect costs although we could legally. 
 
Once you understand that this indirect cost rate study would allow the County to make the building department 
pay its full costs and remove any general fund subsidy whatsoever, then you begin to understand that the 
building department still “owes” the general fund an average of approximately $115,000 every year, which has 
not been billed or paid.  Please note that the fact that the Building Fund hasn’t been billed or these indirect costs 
haven’t been paid is the result of a policy decision and not a matter of legality.  You can also understand why 
the concern could actually more properly be stated “why has the total cost of building services NOT been fully 
paid by those fees?” 
 
 
Questioned Costs: 
In preparation of this newly formed committee, we have prepared the supporting documentation for each of the 
questioned costs.  The supporting documentation is included with this memo as attachments. 
 

• Attachment F - Salaries for personnel in excess of $50,000 from July 1, 2005 to September 30, 2008. 
o Our office allocates an employee’s salary as instructed and/or submitted by the department head 

and/or the budget director.  The allocation can be done at the time of the original budget or 
through budget amendment at some point in the year (see Attachment H). 

o These salaries have been allocated as a direct expense for many years, and have never had an 
audit finding or problem since 1996, my first year audit as Clerk.  All of the professionals on 
staff here for Wakulla County government believe this is appropriate use of building fee funds, 
under the statute. 

o Mr. Council does not specifically name the questioned salaries and we cannot therefore speak 
specifically to “Attachment F”, but in his discussions with our staff, we believed his questions 
were appropriately answered. 

 
• Attachment G - “Building –Interfund Transfer” of $500,000 on 5/31/2008. 

o The Building Department is Fund 010.  Attachment G is for Fund 307 (Impact Fees).  $500,000 
of impact fee cash was transferred to an investment account on 5/31/2008 and returned to the 
same fund on 9/30/2008 per the attached.  This transaction had nothing to do with the Building 
Fund or building fees.  This was a transfer of a portion of impact fees set aside for “Public 
Buildings”. Due to the completely different account numbers from the building department, this 
is a mystery to us why a Division Director would ever confuse this with their budget.  This could 
have been cleared up very easily had our office been asked about it. 

 
• Attachment H – “General Fund Transfer” on 3/29/2007 of $11,000 

o On February 20, 2007 an agenda item was put before the Board by David Harrison, President of 
the Fire Fighters Association.  Of significant importance you will note on several occasions in 
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the agenda item, Mr. Harrison describes the employee as a “Fire Chief/Inspector or Code 
Inspector”.  This portion of the transfer was for half of the vehicle for this new position, and 
would be a qualifying use of the building fees as a direct cost. 

o Simply put, you approved this allocation and related transfer when you approved the budget 
amendment put before you and as we were there, do not recall any discussion or concern raised 
by anyone from the building department leading up to or at this meeting. 

 
• Attachment I – “Transfer for Fire Chief” on 3/31/2007 in the amount of $55,360 

o Please note the budget for the entire Building Fund for this year was $796,784 per the Revenue 
and Expense report dated 9/30/2007 (page 1 of attachment).  Please note on page 3 of the 
attachment that the “proposed budget” for the Building Fund was $796,784 at the beginning of 
the year as approved the Board.  This simply shows the transfer of $55,360 was discussed at the 
budget hearings and was a part of the original budget the Board approved. 

o Please note on page 4 of the attachment a document put before the Board during the budget 
hearings.  This document was part of a presentation by the Clerk’s office, who prepared the 
budget that year due to a transition in County Administration.  You will note the total budget was 
not balanced and there were several “what if” scenarios put before the Board as ideas or 
recommendations.  You will note I have highlighted the $55,360 for the Fire Chief/Fire Marshal.  
You approved this transfer which came from the reserve of the Building Fund. 

o You should note that, at the same time there was a transition in County Administration, you also 
had your previous Building Official, John Ross, retire.  He acted as both the Building Official 
and the Fire Marshal.  When you established the paid fire department, you made the Fire Chief 
the Fire Marshal or Chief Inspector (see Attachment H).  Again, Mr. Council did not speak 
against this at either of the budget hearings. 

 
• Attachment J – “Transfer to SBA” in amount of $50,000 

o Mr. Council in his bullet point seems to question “two transfers”; one on 3/31/05 and one on 
7/27/05.  This is incorrect. 

o On 3/31/05 $50,000 was removed (a credit to the cash account – CR) from the Building Fund 
cash account and transferred to the SBA (an investment account).  On page 4 the $50,000 was 
returned on 7/27/2005 (a debit to the cash account).  This could have been cleared up very easily 
had our office been asked about it. 

 
• Attachment K – “Reclass” in the amount of $6,000 

o On 9/30/06 the Application Fees revenue account for the Building Fund was credited (added) in 
the amount of $6,000.   

o As a part of our year-end review of all accounts it was noted this entry did not conform to the 
other entries in this account (we look for any entries that seem to be unreasonable when 
compared to the whole of the account and this entry was half of all that was collected for the 
year, $12,405).  Upon further inspection it was found this $6,000 actually belonged to the Sewer 
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Fund (435) as noted in the attached documentation.  There were two access fees of $3,000 
collected and they were posted to the wrong account.  We corrected that entry with a 
“reclassification” journal entry.  This could have been easily explained had our office been 
asked. 

 
 

• Attachment L – “Water piping” bill of $300 for the “Board Office” on 6/5/2007 
o The Loftin Plumbing invoice and the supporting documentation are attached.  Linda Awad, of 

the Building Dept. approved this purchase and it was done “per John Ross” your former Building 
Official. 

o When we receive a properly authorized disbursement request from a County department, with a 
completed purchase order, unless we have a specific concern about its legality, we pay the bill, 
post it to the books/budget of that authorizing department, and upon hearing no questions we 
close the books for the month.  At year end a full review of all transactions posted to their budget 
is made and the books for that year are ready for close out and audit preparations are made.  As 
you can see, there are multiple opportunities for a department head to raise any question they feel 
is still unclear in this type of matter. 

 
• Attachment M – “Compensated absences” of $13,134.79 on 9/30/2005 

o No additional documentation has been provided. We simply copied Mr. Council’s attachment 
which essentially is “asked and answered”.  The County provides leave time to its employees in 
the form of annual (vacation) and sick leave.  These hours represent a future liability to the 
County in that, if an employee separates from the County, we must pay them for their accrued 
time.  Each year, as a part of the audit process, we “charge” each fund for its employees accrued 
time or show the potential liability on the books.  This transaction is later reversed and the 
calculations are made again the following year and repeated.  The net effect on cash and the fund 
are zero until an actual payout of leave time occurs. This could have easily been answered had 
we been asked. 

 
• “Investment interest amounts are unknown”. 

o The investment interest earnings are clearly stated on the revenue and expenditure statements 
Each department head, as stated earlier, receives these each month.  I have attached several as 
samples. 

o Over the timeframe reviewed by Mr. Council in his memo, $13,315.70 was credited to the 
Building Fund as investment income as shown on the attached. The Building department has 
received its investment income in full, so this is not an issue. 

o Cash available for investment purposes is calculated by subtracting the amounts needed for 
annual operations of the fund (surplus funds) from the total cash of the fund.   Our investments 
are conservative and we use Florida Statute 218.415 (attached) as our investment policy and we 
also provide the Board with an annual investment report (attached). 
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Final Thoughts 
(1) The monthly reports our office generates and sends out for the departments are meant in part to prevent 

the very thing that has taken place and for issues to be brought up months, even years, after the 
transaction and after the books are closed is strange.  It is also strange that these issues are just now 
being brought to your attention. 

 
(2) All of the costs questioned in Mr. Council’s memo have been addressed herein.  We believe any and all 

legal opinions will find cost allocation plans in general to be legal and that our cost allocation plan as 
prepared and documented puts us in the strongest legal position we can put ourselves in. 

 
 
(3) The total direct costs identified in Mr. Council’s memo that were actually charged to building fees equal 

approximately $116,000 over the course of three years as outlined below. As shown below, and 
mentioned previously, the building fund may be charged direct and indirect costs.  The Building Fund 
has not paid for any indirect costs as authorized by the cost allocation plan and, if such had been charged 
for this time span, the Building Fund would owe the General Fund an additional $345,051.  The ultimate 
point of this is that even if the direct costs charged to the Building Fund were “somehow” deemed to be 
indirect costs, the Building Fund would still owe the difference of the two figures or $228,491. 

 
Actual Personnel Salary related costs (Attachment F) -   $50,000 
Actual Vehicle & Equipment charges (Attachment H) -   $11,000 
Actual Personnel Salary related costs (Attachment I) -   $55,360 
 Actual Total Direct Costs:              $116,360 
 
Possible Indirect Cost Allocation for 2006-07            $115,017 
Possible Indirect Cost Allocation for 2007-08            $115,017 
Possible Indirect Cost Allocation for 2008-09            $115,017 
 Total Possible Indirect Costs:              $345,051 
 

(4) The Board has approved a “Financial Policies” document which I have also attached.  In addition to this 
and other Board policies, my office follows generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP).  The 
annual audit report elaborates on the accounting procedures and policies our office follows in concert 
with Board Administration.  I have attached a few pages from the 2008 audit. 

 
(5) We are confident, based on the budgetary and policy information provided by your staff and our 

understanding and interpretations of the statutory language, that there have been no misuse of building 
fees as suggested by Mr. Council’s memo.  If being reviewed by this committee will provide you with 
the proper assurance that my office and yours is following the law, then I welcome that review even 
though I believe it to be a waste of precious time and resources. 
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