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FUNDING

Special Assessments 
Flexible revenue source is distinct from ad valorem taxes

Special assessments are a Home Rule revenue source available to cities and counties 
to fund all or some portion of the costs of capital improvements or essential services. 

Many types of improvements and services can be funded through assessments 
including fire protection; street lighting; utility undergrounding; stormwater and solid 
waste; road and sidewalk improvements; water, sewer and reuse infrastructure; beach 
renourishment; and property assessed clean energy (PACE) assessments to fund energy 
conservation improvements for private property owners. 

There are two basic requirements under Florida law for a valid special assessment:
▸ The assessed property must receive a special benefit from the improvement or 

service funded by the assessment. The special benefit can include an increase in 
the property's market value and also heightened use and enjoyment of the property.

▸ The assessment must be fairly and reasonably apportioned among the properties 
receiving the special benefit.
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The procedure for imposing a special assessment typically 
involves mailed notice of the proposed assessment to affected 
property owners and a public hearing. After conducting the pub-
lic hearing and considering public input, the governing board 
votes on a resolution to approve the assessment and the method 
of collection. 

Capital project assessments are usually collected over a de-
fined term of years, and the annual installments end when the 
project is completely paid for, often by retiring any bonds that 
were issued to finance the project. Annual service assessments 
such as fire and stormwater may continue from year to year until 
discontinued at the discretion of the governing board. 

One of the primary advantages of a special assessment pro-
gram is flexibility. For instance, the governing board has wide 
discretion in choosing an apportionment method that best 
meets local needs and is not required to follow a statutory for-
mula or use the same system adopted by other communities. 
In fact, assessments can be allocated by any method so long as 
the governing board determines the method is, on the whole, 
fair and reasonable. 

While an assessment can fully fund the cost of a given project 
or service, the governing board may choose to fund only a por-
tion of the cost, with the balance 
paid by other available funds. In 
many cases, the ability to par-
tially fund through assessments 
can address and even eliminate 
community concerns that the 
assessment amount per proper-
ty is too high, thereby increasing 
the likelihood that implementa-
tion of the assessment program 
will be successful. 

Assessments are also flexible with respect to the collection 
mechanism. They can be direct billed to the affected proper-
ty owner or collected using the uniform method by which the 
charge is included as a “non-ad valorem assessment” on the an-
nual property tax bill mailed by the county tax collector each 
November. In most cases, the uniform method is preferable since 
enforcement responsibility is transferred to the tax collector. 

Not all governmental services and improvements can be fund-
ed through an assessment. For example, with limited exceptions, 
law enforcement and emergency medical services can't be assess-
ment-funded because the courts have determined those services 
primarily benefit people instead of property. By that same rea-
soning, government administration buildings such as a new city 
hall facility can't be funded by an assessment. 

While the ongoing annual administration of an established 
assessment program is relatively easy, the first-time imposition 
of the assessment can present challenges. As noted above, as-
sessments require mailed notice of the public hearing to each 
affected property owner describing the amount of the assessment 
proposed for his or her property. The mailed notice acts as an 
invitation to participate in the public hearing.

In most cases, the property owners who accept the invitation 
are those opposed to the assessment. Complaints in opposition 
vary, but the following are common: 

▸ “We don’t need this improvement or service.”
▸ “Find another way to pay for it.” 
▸ “The apportionment method is unfair or regressive.”
▸ “We can't deduct the assessment from our income taxes the 

way we can with property taxes.” This statement may not 
be true. Property owners should seek advice on this point 
from their tax advisors.

Perhaps the most common objection is that the property owner is 
on a fixed income and can't afford to be hit with another tax. While 
an assessment may be similar to a property tax, Florida courts have 
specified that special assessments are not taxes and are distinguish-
able in several respects. There is no requirement that taxes convey 
a special benefit to the property, only that the taxes are authorized 
by law and imposed on a uniform basis. Assessments must be ear-
marked and can be spent only for their intended purpose, whereas 
property taxes can be spent to advance any public purpose.

The formula for calculating property taxes is determined by 
state law, whereas the assessment formula is determined by local 
discretion. Ad valorem tax exemptions generally don't apply to 
special assessments, though some assessment exemptions may 
be adopted at the discretion of the governing board. 

Perhaps the greatest difference between taxes and assess-
ments is that by paying an as-
sessment, the property owner 
is directly paying for a service 
or improvement that provides 
a tangible and special benefit to 
his or her property in the form of 
new sidewalks or paving of their 
street, etc., whereas the services 
or improvements resulting from 
payment of their property taxes 
may not be so obvious or direct.

While assessments are thus legally and technically distinct 
from taxes, the explanation as to the difference may be of little 
comfort to property owners in the context of the public hearing. 
With careful and deliberate planning during the implementation 
process, however, that objection and others can be effectively ad-
dressed to increase the likelihood that the assessment program, 
and therefore the improvements or services to be funded, will 
be successfully implemented. In that case, a special assessment 
program can provide a powerful and flexible revenue source for 
Florida cities and counties, as the hundreds, if not thousands, of 
assessment programs throughout the state can attest. 
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programs throughout the state. He 

successfully represented the City of Cape Coral at trial and 
in its Supreme Court appeal regarding the validity of citywide 
special assessments imposed to fund fire protection services 
and facilities and the new apportionment methodology based 
on availability of service. QC
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