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Background
Florida’s water management districts administer and protect Florida’s water resources and related natural systems.  Water management districts are responsible for water supply, water quality, flood protection, and natural systems.

With the Florida Water Resources Act of 1972 (F.S. 313.013), the Legislature created five water management districts, with responsibilities for regional water resource management and environmental protection.  In 1976, Florida voters approved a constitutional amendment giving the water management districts the authority to levy ad valorem property taxes to help fund these activities.

The state is divided into five water management districts along natural hydrological boundaries.  The Department of Environmental Protection has general supervisory authority over the water management districts, providing policy guidance and coordinating state water resources planning.  The Department of Environmental Protection has delegated the administration of many water resources programs to the districts.

The Governor appoints a board to each water management district and board members are subject to confirmation by the Florida Senate. District governance structures, priorities, and financial resources vary among the water management districts.

For Fiscal Year 2007-2008, funding for the water management districts totaled $2.3 billion and staffing included 3,340 full-time equivalent positions.  Water management districts’ budgets are subject to approval by the Governor; and as specified by the Florida Constitution, four districts are limited to a maximum property tax rate of 1.00 mill, which is $1 for every $1,000 of taxable property value.  The exception is the Northwest Florida Water Management District, which is limited to 0.05 mill.

Responsibilities and Services

The water management districts use the following programs in order to carry out their responsibilities.

· Outreach (including lobbying)

· Management and administration

· Acquisition, restoration and public works

· Operation and maintenance of lands and works

· Water resource planning and monitoring

· Regulation

Water management districts are responsible for several types of environmental regulation.  The two most significant are:

Consumptive Use Permitting – This requires all persons who want to use a large amount of water, except those exempt by statute and district rule to obtain a permit.

Environmental Resource Permitting – Projects affecting flooding, storm-water management, and wetlands or other surface waters are required to obtain a permit.

Policy Issue #1 –Should the Legislature have stronger financial oversight of the Water Management Districts? 
As more authority has been delegated to the water management districts since the Florida Water Resources Act of 1972, budgets for the districts have increased exponentially. (See table 1) The budgets for each water management district are approved by the Governor, who is also responsible for appointing board members to the governing boards of each district. The decisions, management and spending of the water management districts’ funds (including ad valorem taxes) are not approved by the legislature, adding to the lack of oversight is the difference between the districts’ and state’s fiscal year.  The districts’ fiscal year runs from October 1 through September 30, and the state’s fiscal year runs from July 1 through June 30.
Table 1

	Budget Overview for Water Management Districts since 1976
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	1976
	$665,647
	 
	$560,000
	 
	$586,504
	 
	$12,276,750
	 
	$21,513,723

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	1986
	$5,627,700
	 
	$10,582,951
	 
	$54,114,885
	 
	$35,297,439
	 
	$69,081,486

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	1996
	$20,038,820
	 
	$29,318,673
	 
	$117,308,300
	 
	$140,932,407
	 
	$362,790,519

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	2006
	$80,591,645
	 
	$125,859,464
	 
	$353,144,417
	 
	$364,489,009
	 
	$1,365,862,587


Source: Water Management Districts

Findings

F.S. 373.503 state that the taxes authorized in this chapter for water management districts continue to be in proportion to the benefits derived by the several parcels of real estate within the districts.  The Legislature’s ability to determine if the taxes authorized by statute are sufficient for the benefits derived is hindered due to the districts operating on a different fiscal year.  

Recommendation

It is the recommendation of the JSC that the Water Management Districts fiscal year be changed to correspond with the states fiscal year.  This will allow the Legislature the opportunity to annually review the authorized millage rate and revenues for each district during regular session.  
Implementation
The fiscal year of districts created under F.S. 373.536 would be amended to conform to the state fiscal year. Each district would, by February 1 of each year, submit for review a tentative budget to the Governor, the President of the Senate, the Speaker of the House of Representatives, the chairs of all legislative committees and subcommittees with substantive or fiscal jurisdiction over water management districts.
Implementation date
July 2009
Policy Issue #2 –Should governing board members be elected? 
Over the years, citizens and policymakers have raised concern that appointed governing boards result in “taxation without representation” because the boards have taxing authority but governing board members are not elected.  Previous Legislature’s reasoned that appointing governing board members from across a district’s jurisdiction would better manage regional resources for the benefit of the entire region.  However, this structure leaves citizens who are dissatisfied with district funding or operational decisions without the opportunity for redress through the electoral process. 
Findings

Citizens have a direct voice through elected representation. An elected board will increase the accountability of district board members and the actions of the district. This would also increased voter awareness of governing board member positions on water policy, due to information provided to the public during campaigning. 
Recommendation

It is the recommendation of the JSC that District Governing Board Members be elected.   

Implementation
The Legislature would amend s. 373.073, F.S. to provide for the election of governing board members. 
Implementation date

July 2009
Policy Issue #3 – Should the Water Management Districts continue to have Governor appointed Basin Boards?
According to 373.0693(1)(a) FS, Any areas within a district may be designated by the district governing board as sub-districts or basins. The designations of such basins shall be made by the district governing board by resolutions thereof. The governing board of the district may change the boundaries of such basins, or create new basins, by resolution. Two districts have designated such basins. South Florida’s Basin Boards were created by statute, s.373.0693(9), F.S. and s.373.0693(10), on January 1, 1977 and the South West Florida’s Basin Boards were created when the District was formed via CH 61-691, June 22, 1961. The Basin Boards may request the district governing board to levy ad valorem taxes within a basin to finance that basin board’s works and functions.  These taxes are not in addition to the water management district taxes, but represent an allocation of the total authorized millage rate.
Findings

Southwest Florida Water Management District alone has 8 basin boards with 44 members.  Although the basin boards provide an important mechanism for local input, this decentralized structure formed in 1961 costs taxpayers $478,222 annually to support and may restrict the funding of regional projects within a district.  

Recommendation

The JSC recommends that Southwest Water Management District (SWFWMD) assess the feasibility of consolidating the eight surface water basin boards to three ground water basins. The South Florida Water Management District should also assess the value of Big Cypress Basin Board to see if there is a need for continuation.
Implementation
Both the SWFWMD and the SFWMD management districts are directed to assess the costs and benefits of their basin boards to ensure that the boards provide adequate value to justify their continued existence and taxpayer support. The assessment of the boards should be provided to the legislature for review no later than January 1, 2009.
Policy Issue #4 -  Is there a need for the continuation of the agency’s advisory committees?

Florida’s water management districts had 11 advisory committees in Fiscal Year 2006-07 that incurred travel, staff, and other expenses totaling $378,842.  In general, these advisory committees served a public purpose by providing the districts’ governing boards with stakeholder input or expertise in a variety of matters, including regional water supply issues, land management activities, and the restoration plans for the Everglades.
Recommendation
The JSC recommends continuing 10 of the 11 advisory committees because they generally provide useful citizen input into district decision making.  However, the Legislature should repeal the statute creating the St. Johns River Water Management District's Oklawaha River Basin Advisory Council (s.373.0693 F.S.).  This council, which was created to advise the district’s governing board on water management issues affecting the Ocklawaha River Basin, has achieved its purpose and is no longer active.

