


     

  
the required financial reports 
for Fiscal Year 2013-14 had 
not been submitted and the 
city was three and a half 
months past the final dead-
line. The letter warned that 
failure to respond could re-
sult in “having state reve-
nues withheld from your 
municipality.” 
   The letter was addressed 
to Mayor Campbell and 
signed for by Cecilia Alford. 
Mayor Campbell did not 
inform the City Council of 
the letter or its contents. 
   Three weeks later, on No-
vember 9th, Mayor Campbell 
received a forwarded copy 
of a letter sent to Florida 
Chief Financial Officer Jeff 
Atwater and Marshall Stran-
berg, executive director of 
the Florida Department of 
Revenue. The letter stated 
that any money not legally 
pledged for bond service 
debt would be withheld from 
the DeFuniak Springs due to 
its failure to submit the re-
quired financial reports for 
Fiscal Year 2013-14. The 
letter was signed by Ms. 
DuBose and a copy was 
sent to Mayor Campbell. 
Mayor Campbell did not 
inform the City Council of 
the letter or its contents. 
   On the same day, Ms. 
Dubose sent a letter directly 
to Mayor Campbell, signed 
for by staffer Cecilia Alford, 
in which Ms. DuBose out-
lined the details of the 
planned withholding of funds 
described in her letter to the 
state. A copy of this letter 
was also enclosed and ad-
dressed to Sara Bowers and 
intended for the City Coun-
cil. Neither Mayor Campbell 
nor Ms. Bowers informed 
the Council of the letter or its 
contents. 
   Two months later, on 
January 20, 2016, the Joint 
Legislative Auditing Commit-
tee sent an email which con-
tained copies of the certified 
letters sent to the city re-

garding the state having 
withheld $89,687 in half-cent 
sales tax revenue from the 
city. The email was sent to 
Mayor Campbell and Ms. 
Bowers. Neither Mayor 
Campbell or Ms. Bowers 
informed the Council of the 
email or its contents. 
 
   On January 28, Mayor 
Campbell, Ms. Bowers and 
Cindy Permenter received an 
email from Debbie White, a 
CPA analyst with the Joint 
Legislative Auditing Commit-
tee. Ms. White stated that an 
additional $74,581 had been 
withheld from the city. Again, 
none of the recipients in-
formed the Council of the 
email or its contents. 
   About 10 days later, Mayor 
Campbell, Ms. Bowers and 
Ms. Permenter received an-
other email from Ms. DuBose 
stating that some but not all 
of the required documenta-
tion had been received. The 
email urged the city to get 
the required reports to the 
state by Feb. 15 or face los-
ing more money. 
   Mayor Campbell, Ms. Bow-
ers and Ms. Permenter did 
not inform the Council of the 
email or its contents. 
   On February 9, 2016, 
Mayor Campbell received a 
copy of a letter sent by Ms. 
DuBose to CFO Atwater and 
DOR Director Stranberg in-
forming them that the State 
Auditing Committee had fi-
nally received the required 
reports from DeFuniak 
Springs regarding its 2013-
14 annual financial report 
and audit, so no additional 
funds would be withheld. 
Again, Mayor Campbell did 
not inform the Council of the 
letter or its contents. 
 
   Sadly, eight months later, 
on Nov. 3, 2016, the entire 
process started all over 
again. Mayor Campbell re-
ceived another certified letter 
from Ms. DuBose stating that 

      DeFuniak Springs is a 
small town. The concept of 
“working together for the 
good of the city” is not just a 
nice idea – it is a require-
ment. City officials and staff 
must help each other. Our 
small chain of command is 
only as strong as its weak-
est link. 
   The City Council has been 
very disappointed to dis-
cover that the weakest link 
appears to be the person 
currently holding the office 
of mayor, who purposely 
withheld vital information 
from the Council,  leading to 
the loss of hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars. 
   Most of us are aware that 
this is not Mayor Bob Camp-
bell’s first serious error in 
judgment. Among other 
things, he actively sought 
and entered into an agree-
ment with the county, re-
corded at the Courthouse, to 
waive the disposal fees for 
anticipated construction 
debris on private property, 
without the knowledge or 
consent of the Council. He 
knowingly ordered city work-
ers to utilize city equipment 
and to assist with Christmas 
decorations on private prop-
erty. He also instructed for-
mer City Manager Danny 
Lucas to violate a city ordi-
nance for a friend - which he 
did.  
   In short, it appears that 
Mayor Campbell repeatedly 
overstepped his authority. 
 
   The following information 
is based on public records 
provided by the Florida Joint 
Legislative Auditing  
Committee —  
   On Oct. 14, 2015, the city 
manager was Sara Bowers 
and the finance director was 
Joe Brown. On that date, the 
city received a certified letter 
from Kathryn DuBose, coor-
dinator for the Florida Joint 
Legislative Auditing Commit-
tee. The letter stated that 
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her agency had not re-
ceived the required finan-
cial reports for Fiscal Year 
2014-15 and warned that 
state revenue funds would 
be withheld again if the city 
failed to do so. This certi-
fied letter was signed for 
by former city Finance 
Director Joe Brown. Nei-
ther Mayor Campbell nor 
Mr. Brown informed the 
Council of the letter or its 
contents. 
   On February 6, Mayor 
Campbell was notified that 
the state would be with-
holding state revenue 
funds unless the required 
financial reports were re-
ceived by March 9. 
   It was during this period 
that a staff member 
brought one of the letters 
to Interim City Manager 
Tilman Mears. Mears then 
brought the matter to the 
attention of the City Coun-
cil. However, Mears did not 
yet know how long city 
officials had known about it 
or that state funds had 
already been lost. 
   On May 19, 2017, Ms. 
DuBose notified CFO At-
water and the Department 
of Revenue that the re-
quired 2014-2015 reports 
from the city of DeFuniak 
had finally been received 
and the city should be re-
moved from the state’s 
withholding list. 
   In an email to City Attor-
ney Clayton Adkinson, 
dated June 1, 2017, Roger 
Hinson of the Department 
of Revenue stated that, in 
summary, $65,068 was 
withheld in 2015, $49,933 
was withheld in 2016 and 
$105,944 was withheld in 
2017. That is a grand total 
of $220,945 of revenue the 
city of DeFuniak Springs 
lost due to the gross negli-
gence of some city staff 
and Mayor Bob Campbell, 
whose name was on every 
document. 



   In Mr. Adkinson’s June 6 report to the 
Council, he stated: “It is clear from the 
documents, that the City apparently re-
ceived those documents. However, what 
is missing from these documents is any 
response from the City in regards to any 
of the certified letters that were for-
warded to the City. 
   During my discussion with Ms. White, 
she advised that the reason the Commit-
tee had taken the action it did, was that 
the Committee had never received any 
response from the city.” 
   Not once during the Council’s regular 
annual budget sessions was any of this 
information mentioned in the Council’s 
presence. None of the letters were 
shown to the Council. That cannot be an 
accident. 
   Former City Manager Sara Bowers and 
Finance Director Joe Brown took no ac-
tion and failed to inform the Council of 
these serious financial losses. However, 
there is only one name that is on each 
and every document – Bob Campbell. 
 
   There are only two possible things that 
can account for this financial disaster. It 
is either a case of total incompetence or 
an effort was made to deliberately and 
pointedly hide this information from the 
Council.  
   At a subsequent Council meeting, Mr. 
Campbell claimed it was not his respon-
sibility to inform the Council. He said he 
spoke to Joe Brown and Tilman Mears 
and they should have said something. 
   Mr. Brown is long gone and is, in any 
event, unlikely to incriminate himself. 
However, the city contacted former In-
terim City Manager Tilman Mears and 
asked him how and when he came to be 
aware of the situation and how he re-
sponded. 
   In an email to Interim City Manager 
Craig Drake and Human Resources Di-
rector Lacey Woodham, dated Friday, 
June 23, Mr. Mears wrote, in part:     
   “It has been brought to my attention 
that there have been accusations /
insinuations by Mayor Bob Campbell that 
he shared information with me pertaining 
to the state withholding funds. Let me 
make this clear, that is incorrect. I was 
left out of the loop intentionally, I believe, 
which I will explain why one would be-
lieve that. 
   “Let me say, the first flag was when I 
discovered I wasn’t being copied or up-
dated on the correspondence between 
the Finance Director Joe Brown and the 
auditing firm. When I began to ask ques-
tions, it was found that Brown was com-
municating with Carpenter and Campbell, 
however, wasn’t with myself or other 
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council members. If you recall, I did men-
tion these concerns to each one of you. 
   “Next, you will need to pull the Council 
meeting minutes, where Mr. Carpenter 
defended Brown on the one and only letter 
I was aware of for the dates. To refresh 
everyone’s memory, I had my assistant 
copy this and place it in your box. What 
might interest you all is how I come about 
this letter. One of the ladies in City Hall 
brought me a copy of this letter, and if she 
hadn’t, perhaps we wouldn’t even have 
knowledge of it. When the letter was 
brought to me, I went to Brown to discuss 
it, he advised me that he had spoken to 
Campbell and Carpenter about it and he 
assured me it was taken care of and they, 
Campbell and Carpenter, advised him not 
to let this get out to the other council mem-
bers, because it would give them some-
thing to fuss about and make bigger than 
what it was. 
   “I later discussed this with Campbell and 
he advised me that Brown had assured 
him it was ok, and Campbell advised me 
he thought it would be best if we just kept 
this quiet. I told him, not on my watch and I 
would be sharing this with all council mem-
bers. I think I proved to all of you that I 
would not keep information from you, good 
or bad. The only way you all could make 
good decisions would be, if you had all the 
information possible.” 
 
   Let’s look at what was said at the regular 
City Council meeting of Feb. 13, 2017, the 
very first time the Council learned about 
the threatening letter from the state. 
   Councilman Kermit Wright discussed a 
letter received from State CFO Jeff Atwa-
ter stating that the city has not complied 
with the annual financial reporting require-
ments. The letter also said that the DOR 
would withhold any funds not pledged for 
bond debt service satisfaction until the 
reports have been received. This would go 
into effect March 9, 2017. 
   Joe Brown stated that the 2014-2015 
fiscal year audit is currently being prepared 
by the city’s auditor, with a draft audit be-
ing completed by Feb. 28. (two weeks) and 
an audit presentation scheduled for March 
27 regular meeting.  
   Brown was asked directly by Wright 
whether the city had provided the re-
quested information to our auditing firm in 
a timely manner or not – in effect, whose 
fault is it? Brown said we had provided all 
the requested information whenever it had 
been requested and that the auditors had 
“dragged it out longer than they should 
been, they are now committed to having 
the final draft to us and make a presenta-
tion to us at the second meeting in March.” 
   He did not offer a dollar figure of the 

amount to be withheld, but noted that “the 
state had withheld money for a couple 
months, but we eventually got every penny 
of it.”  Not true. 
   Mac Carpenter noted that this had not 
just suddenly happened this year but had 
accumulated over several years’ time. He 
said “You’ll remember that we received 
this same letter last December 2015.” (No 
one else remembered that.) He praised 
Joe Brown for doing “a tremendous job to 
try to get us on the right track. He has 
done everything we asked him to do, but 
he came in and we were way, way behind. 
I would not expect that we would get this 
letter next year … I think we are catching 
up … This is a form letter, everybody gets 
this letter. There is nothing unique to the 
City of DeFuniak Springs, other than – we 
didn’t get our audit in on time. I think we 
are making significant progress. I think we 
are on the right track. That letter is a scary 
letter if you’ve never seen one before, or 
even if we have seen one before, but I 
think we are making progress. The number 
of findings have been reduced and we’re 
just digging out of a deep hole.” 
   Wright noted that he and the Council had 
asked and offered to provide Brown with 
any help he needed to bring our audit up 
to date, “and I never heard anything.” He 
requested a monthly update report from 
Finance Director regarding current finance 
department activities. 
 
   Despite what you may have been led to 
believe from one-sided media reports, the 
Council did not lose this money—a few city 
officials did. However, it is our responsibil-
ity to clean up the mess.   
   For instance, the Council has since des-
ignated which staff member picks up the 
mail and officially designated the city man-
ager and city attorney as two of the people 
to always receive certified mail. The Coun-
cil also established specific new rules on 
how that information is to be presented to 
the Council members.  
 
   So what does all this mean? It means 
the city lost nearly a quarter of a million 
dollars – money that could have been 
spent to boost our reserve funds or provide 
salary raises for our hard-working employ-
ees or reduce utility rates or a hundred 
other vital uses. 
   It means that the Council’s trust was 
misplaced and that the city was deliber-
ately harmed by certain officials and staff 
members who were entrusted to conduct 
themselves with honesty and integrity, but 
failed to do so.  
   The Council’s job is to fix it. Your job is to 
remember why we had to fix it.    
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N O W    F O R    T H E    G O O D    N E W S 

   In a recent Council meeting, a local citizen asked what 

the Council had done to help the city. Well, that’s a topic 

that is always worth examining, so let’s take a look at 

that. 

   When three new council members were elected in 

2011, the city was truly headed in a dangerous direction. 

Stores were closing and staying empty, large industry 

had shuttered and moved away and new businesses 

were avoiding DeFuniak Springs because of its long-

standing reputation of being anti-business in its deal-

ings.  

   City government was strangling both new and exist-

ing businesses with oppressive restrictions on signs and 

landscaping requirements. Some may have forgotten, 

but we almost missed getting Lowe’s here because of 

how many 

trees the city 

wanted 

them to 

plant 

around the 

parking lot. 

In fact, the 

city did miss 

some other 

opportunities. 

   Heavy impact fees were discouraging growth and de-

velopment. Downtown was becoming a ghost town. 

People were up in arms over the behavior of the code 

enforcement officer, furious with the city planner over 

the tight restrictions and angry at the city manager who 

presided over it all. Funding reserves had been all but 

wiped out, yet people were being hired at City Hall with 

little regard for qualifications or expertise. Management 

was top-heavy, but the city was stagnant, going no-

where.  

   That’s the direction the city was headed in 2011.  

 

   The three new council members all had very different 

backgrounds but they shared a vision of a city that wel-

comed new businesses and actively supported existing 

businesses, a city council that would keep taxes low and 

be careful in its spending; one that would limit or elimi-

nate regulations that hurt businesses and ease the bur-

den on the taxpayers as much as possible. The three new 

members and the two existing council members began 

to take action.  

   The Council immediately lowered the already low ad 

valorem tax rate of 4.5 mils down to 4 mils for one year, be-

fore returning it to 4.5, 

where it remains.  

   The Council placed a 

moratorium on impacts fees 

for new businesses, halting 

the fees to help spur new 

development. (Two years 

later, after a new council mem-

ber was elected, impact fees 

were re-introduced in a tie vote 

and the mayor cast the decid-

ing vote.) 

   In 2011, the Council waived the tap fees for businesses and 

residents to connect to city utilities for one year. This was 

done to boost business growth, ease the burden of the ex-

pensive tap fees on residents that could not easily afford it 

and reduce the need for water wells and septic tanks. 

   At the request of a city-appointed committee of citizens, 

the Council agreed to eliminate most of the restrictions on 

business signs. The Council also reduced the landscaping 

requirements for new businesses. 

   The Council also increased the existing Enterprise Zone 

area to cover the entire city. The Enterprise Zone was a state 

program that offered incentives and tax breaks for new and 

existing businesses in Florida. It was one of the most cost-

effective incentive programs in the state, but the Florida 

Legislature failed to renew the program, which was by law 

set to expire at the end of 2015. 

 

   The Council created a Special Events Committee, which 

was tasked with organizing events for local residents and 

visitors. The events have included the Family Movie Night, 

Concerts in the Park, gospel concerts in the Community 

Center, Snowbird Day and more. 

   The Council established the first skateboard park for youth 

next to the Community Center and, with the help of a com-

mitted staff member, purchased and installed additional 

skate ramps that are in use today. 

   With the help of citizens and state grants, the Council 

launched a project to preserve and renovate the Chautauqua 

Hall of Brotherhood, our most famous landmark, from the 

ground up. The first phase is complete, but due to state 

budget cuts by Gov. Scott, new funding disappeared for this 

year. The city is applying for other grant funds and looking 

at ways to obtain new funding to complete the project. 



 

   The Council continues to support the Life Enrichment Senior Center, the Boys & Girls Club and lots of other worthy 

civic organizations, though many cities have ceased donating to civic groups that provide these types of activities. 

   The Council approved the establishment of a Main Street USA program here in DeFuniak Springs and agreed to 

help fund the program for a three-year period. Its purpose is to bring commercial development back to the downtown 

area and to improve the appearance and economic stability of our historic downtown business district. 

   The Council also created the Economic Development Committee, which has advocated for the approval of a local  

community redevelopment agency (CRA). A CRA is a special funding district created for the purpose of redeveloping 

areas designated as having slum and blight. This is done through acquiring slum properties and either demolishing 

them or renovating them. 

   The Council has continued to fund improvements at the munici-

pal airport, including clearing land for a new industrial park and 

leasing space to a company that specializes in general public and 

military flight school operations. The Council is continuing to seek 

funding to realign the airport access road, extend the runway to 

5,000 feet and build even more hangars to meet the growing need 

for aircraft storage space. 

   When it comes to new businesses - in 2011, it took City Hall 16 

pages to print out a list of all of the companies that had occupa-

tional licenses in DeFuniak Springs. Today, it requires 37 pages to 

list them all. Back in 2011, there 140 registered businesses in town. Today, the city has 332 businesses. That’s real 

growth. 

   While we don’t yet have every company, service or amenity we might want, we have more than doubled the num-

ber of city businesses from just a few short years ago, and more are on the way. 

   When the state wanted to either build a highway through our airport or else bypass U.S. 90 West - destroying half of 

our business community - this Council said no. The Council made it clear that residents wanted to maintain the      

current route, without demolishing any established busi-

nesses. Recently the state announced their decision to leave 

the highway alone and not make those “improvements” after 

all. 

   The Council also joined the City of Freeport and the Walton 

County Commission in planning for a major project to lay 

water and sewer lines along the newly-widened U.S. 331 

South highway, linking the two cities and all the unincorpo-

rated area in between. Funding is slated to come from monies connected with the BP Oil Spill Disaster, proving there 

really is a silver lining behind every cloud. 

   Finally, the Council recently welcomed Veteran’s Lodge, the planned health and rehabilitation center to be located 

just southeast of Interstate 10, behind the Best Western Motel. Though still in the early planning and permitting 

stages, Veteran’s Lodge will benefit U.S. military service members who have sustained serious, debilitating injuries in 

body, mind and spirit. I have been told by Director Julie Smith that Veterans Lodge also plans to sell the excess acre-

age for commercial and light industrial development. That sounds means an additional boost from an already great 

project. 

   All these things are changing DeFuniak Springs for the better and there is so much more that I have not mentioned 

here.  Yes, there is still work to be done, but for the first time in my lifetime, we have an entire City Council that is 

committed to seeing DeFuniak Springs grow and prosper. They know that change is inevitable and understand that 

the key to our future is carefully directing that growth so that we all grow together.  

   So when a small group of people who hate the Council start to complain to you that the Council is not doing any-

thing or complains about the direction the city is going, you can tell them you already know the direction this city is 

going - the right direction! 

P a g e  5  D i s p a t c h e s  f r o m  D e F u n i a k  


