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 Highlands County is located in the heart of Florida.  With Tampa to 
the west, Orlando to the north, Miami to the south and the Treasure Coast 
to the east, Highlands County is right in the middle of it all.  Whether 
revving your engines at Sebring International Raceway or enjoying a 
morning off at Highlands Hammock State Park, there is something for 
everyone.  Various attractions including art museums, theaters, lakes, golf 
courses, and parks make Highlands County the perfect destination for any 
visitor.  Its inland location in the beautiful Sunshine State is paired with 
excellent connectivity to Florida’s metro markets and a robust regional 
workforce.  When considering these many benefits, along with the  
picturesque hometowns of Sebring, Avon Park, and Lake Placid, it is 
evident that Highlands County is a great place to call home!   

Thank you to the Highlands County Tourist Development Council, the Highlands 
County Office of Economic Development, and the Sebring International Raceway 

for providing the photos in this year’s report. 
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March 13, 2019 
 
 
Honorable Members of the Board of County Commissioners,  
Constitutional Officers and Citizens of Highlands County, Florida: 
 
I am pleased to present to you the Comprehensive Annual Financial Report (CAFR) of Highlands County, 
Florida (County), for the fiscal year ended September 30, 2018. 
 
This report was prepared in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP) by the Clerk 
of Courts’ Accounting Division. Responsibility for both the accuracy of the presented data and the 
completeness and fairness of the presentation, including all disclosures, rests with the Clerk of Courts as Chief 
Financial Officer of Highlands County.  
 
We believe the data, as presented, is accurate in all material respects and is presented in a manner designed to 
fairly set forth the financial position and results of operations of the County, as measured by the financial 
activity of its various funds. In addition, all disclosures necessary to enable the reader to gain a thorough 
understanding of the County’s financial affairs have been included. 

 
REPORT FORMAT 

 
This report is intended to provide informative and relevant financial information for the citizens of the County, 
Board Members, investors, creditors and other concerned readers. This CAFR is a countywide report, which 
discloses the combined results of operations for the Board of County Commissioners, Clerk of Courts, Property 
Appraiser, Tax Collector, Sheriff, and Supervisor of Elections. This report includes all funds and activities of 
governmental operations where the Board of County Commissioners is financially accountable, the exclusion 
of which would render the financial statements misleading or incomplete. The County provides a full range of 
services and this report includes all activities of the County.   
 
The Highlands County District School Board, the Highlands County Hospital District, the South Florida Water 
Management District, and the Southwest Florida Water Management District have not met the established 
criteria for inclusion in the reporting entity and, accordingly, are excluded from this report.   
 
In accordance with GAAP, this CAFR includes a narrative introduction from management, in the form of 
Management’s Discussion and Analysis (MD&A), which provides an overview and analysis to accompany 
the basic financial statements. This letter of transmittal is designed to complement MD&A and should be read 
in conjunction with it. The County’s MD&A can be found immediately following the report of the independent 
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auditors. The remainder of this letter provides an overview of the local economy and a report on some of the 
County’s current and future initiatives. 
 

County Profile 
 

Highlands County is a non-charter county established under the Constitution and laws of the State of Florida. 
Established on April 23, 1921 from a segment of DeSoto County, Highlands County is Florida’s 56th county. 
The County is located in the south-central part of Florida and is within close proximity to all major attractions 
and ports. Over 86% of the state’s population is within a two-hour radius of the County. The County 
encompasses 1,029 square miles of the state’s heartland that includes 78 square miles of water. The resident 
population served is estimated to be approximately 102,525, which includes the unincorporated County and 
three municipalities - the City of Avon Park, the City of Sebring and the Town of Lake Placid. According to 
the Florida Legislature’s Office of Economic and Demographic Research, Highlands County is Florida’s 36th 
most populous county.      
 
The County operates under a commission form of government. The citizens of the County elect a five-member 
Board of County Commission to serve as the legislative body for the County. The County Commissioners 
appoint a County Administrator who is responsible for the operation of all County departments. The citizens 
of the County also elect a Clerk of Courts, Property Appraiser, Tax Collector, Sheriff, and Supervisor of 
Elections.  
 
The Board of County Commissioners, as the legislative body, budgets and provides the funding used by the 
County departments and the separate Constitutional Officers, with the exception of fees collected by the Clerk 
of Courts, Property Appraiser and Tax Collector. Under the direction of the Clerk of Courts, the Clerk’s 
Business Services Department maintains the accounting system for the Board of County Commissioners’ 
operations. The Clerk of Courts, Property Appraiser, Tax Collector, Sheriff, and Supervisor of Elections each 
maintain a separate accounting system; however, the operations of each agency have been combined for 
presentation in this report. 
 

Economic Condition 
  
Citrus, cattle and dairy operations provide the primary source of economic activity within the County. 
Highlands County is Florida’s 4th largest total citrus producer, producing nearly 40 million gallons of juice in 
the most recent growing season. The County is ranked 10th in the State in the production of beef cattle, which 
accounts for the greatest land use. According to the Florida Department of Agriculture, there are over 121,000 
total cattle grazing annually on over 425,000 acres.   
 
Tourism also plays a vital role in the local economy. With over 100 lakes, Highlands County is home to both 
recreational and tournament fishing, as well as recreational boating and skiing. The 12 Hours of Sebring 
endurance race, North America’s longest running and most prestigious road race, provides a great opportunity 
for racing enthusiasts. The race, which is held annually in March at the Sebring International Raceway, 
celebrated 66 years of racing in 2018.   
  
The local economy has been steadily improving over the past several years, but at an accelerated pace in 2018. 
For the fourth consecutive year overall property values improved, up 2.8% for the year. Building permits 
issued were up to 11,339, a 102.5% increase for the fiscal year, the highest permit volume since 2007. The 
excessive permit volume was primarily a result of Hurricane Irma related repairs. Foreclosure cases were down 
to 220, a decrease of 16.9% from last fiscal year, and a marked improvement from a high of 758 for the fiscal 
year ending in 2012. The unemployment rate in Highlands County was 4.2% at fiscal-year end, an 
improvement of 0.08% from the prior year and down from a high of 12.5% in 2010. However, it continues to 
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lag the state average by 0.7%, and the national average by 0.5%. Continued improvement in the local economy 
is expected throughout 2019. 
 

Major Initiatives 
 

During the 2017-2018 fiscal year, asset and infrastructure project expenditures were as follows: 
 
Description  Amount 

   
ADA Improvements to County Facilities $ 15,886 
Animal Control Building  132 
Cartegraph, County Sign Inventory  17,800 
City of Avon Park, Durrah-Martin Sports Complex Remodel  161,119 
City of Avon Park, MLK Complex Improvements  58,790 
Clerk of Courts, Government Center Office Remodel  3,689 
Clerk of Courts Technology Infrastructure  1,223 
County Camera System  97,904 
Development Services Office, Remodel  21,563 
EMS Equipment  420,179 
EMS/Fire Station in Sun-N-Lakes  100,000 
Engineering Services Office, Remodel  66,706 
H L Bishop Park, Parking Lot  34,760 
HVAC Improvements, County Facilities  211,455 
Improvements to Roads and Streets 3,726,361 
Information Technology Equipment 707,235 
Lake Grassy Mitigation Land  40,500 
Parks and Recreation Equipment  80,794 
Road and Bridge Equipment  1,170,746 
Sheriff's Office, Animal Services Unit, Equipment  82,590 
Sheriff's Office, Detention Reconfiguration  5,945 
Spring Lake Improvement District, Eco Park  75,950 
Town of Lake Placid, Basketball Courts Refurbishment  12,262 
Traffic Operations Equipment  102,296 
Vehicles  518,407 
Venus Community Building Improvements  29,880 

   
Total $ 7,764,172 

   
 
The major initiatives have been funded through a one-cent local option sales surtax for the purpose of 
financing, planning, and constructing infrastructure. The surtax was originally approved on August 22, 1989 
for fifteen years (November 1, 1989 – October 31, 2004) and extended by the electorate of Highlands County 
on July 20, 1999 for an additional fifteen years (November 1, 2004 – October 31, 2019). On August 26, 2014 
the voters of Highlands County approved the continuation of the surtax for an additional 15 years (January 1, 
2019 – December 31, 2033).  
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Major Accomplishments for 2017-2018 
 

 North Tangerine Avenue Improvements - Highlands County was awarded a FDOT Small County 
Outreach Program (SCOP) grant to construct improvements to North Tangerine Avenue from West 
Interlake Boulevard to Heartland Boulevard in Lake Placid. The construction consisted of the 
reconstruction and realignment of North Tangerine Avenue, including the roundabout at Heartland 
Boulevard, and making drainage improvements over the 0.573 mile length of the project. The project 
was designed and constructed by County forces. 
 

 Lake Josephine Drive Resurfacing Project – Highlands County was awarded a FDOT Small County 
Outreach Program (SCOP) grant in the amount of $841,251 for this project. The project consisted of 
resurfacing, or overlaying, and the associated safety and drainage improvements for Lake Josephine 
Drive from US Highway 27 to the west for a distance of 1.8 miles. This project has been completed.   
 

Major Projects Scheduled for the Future 
 

 Sebring Parkway Phase IIA – This project begins at Youth Care Lane and ends at Desoto Road 
encompassing the existing 2-lane roadway, currently known as S. Highlands Avenue. The project 
length is approximately 0.70 miles in length and involves the construction to replace the existing 2-
lane roadway with a 4-lane divided roadway. The new roadway system will consist of four – 12’ wide 
travel lanes, curb and gutter drainage, and an 8’ concrete multi-use path. Other improvements such as 
traffic signal upgrades, access management, and pedestrian crosswalks are also included as part of the 
project. The current budget for Phase IIA is $5,500,000, with FDOT’s participation being $3,811,072. 
Construction is scheduled to begin by May 2019 and be completed within two years. 

 
 Sebring Parkway Phase IIB – This project begins at the Desoto Road intersection and extends to US 

27, and is approximately 0.474 miles in length. The existing 2-lane roadway is proposed to be replaced 
with a 4-lane divided roadway. North of Highlands Regional Medical Center, there is a proposed 
design of a roundabout to reduce traffic conflicts in the area. As part of the project, a stormwater pond 
is a necessity to reduce runoff from the additional impervious area. The current budget for Phase IIB 
is $4,861,969, with FDOT’s participation being $3,714,624. The project will be bid with Phase IIA, 
so the timelines are similar in nature. 

 
 Old State Road 8 / Toni Drive Reconstruction Project – In May 2012, the Board approved an 

agreement for the restoration of wetlands on County-owned properties located in Venus. The Board 
also approved a long-term lease agreement with Archbold for the ongoing maintenance of the 
properties. Staff continues to work with Archbold in performing mitigation work for the project. 
Continued wet conditions have prohibited additional plantings. The project will resume wetland 
mitigation work when weather conditions are favorable and water table elevations allow.   

 
 Sebring Parkway Phase III – This project is under construction using County personnel and 

equipment. The construction started February 2018 and is scheduled for completion by December 31, 
2019. The project has been modified to include all 4 travel lanes and 2 roundabouts. It is being partially 
funded by the State of Florida Department of Transportation. 
 

 Highlands Park Estates Clubhouse Expansion Project – This project was set up and funded in 2013 
at the request of the residents of Highlands Park Estates. The Board of County Commissioners 
approved the Agreement Documents between Highlands County and Brian Sullivan Contractor, Inc. 
for the demolition of the existing building and construction of a new building in its place on May 15, 
2018. A Notice to Proceed was issued on July 27, 2018. Construction is expected to be complete by 
February 2019. 
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 Thunderbird Road East/West Sidewalk Extension - The projects consist of the construction of 
4,700 lineal feet of a five (5) foot wide concrete sidewalk along the right-of-way of Thunderbird Road 
in Sebring including associated safety and drainage improvements. Highlands County was awarded a 
FDOT Local Agency Program (LAP) grant for construction costs in the amount of $382,213 for the 
East Sidewalk Extension and $118,104 for the West Sidewalk Extension. The projects have undergone 
extensive environmental delays due to the presence of sand skinks and gopher tortoises within the 
project limits. The County has addressed and mitigated for said impacts. Currently, the project’s bid 
documents and complete plan sets have been submitted to FDOT for their review and approval. 
Completion of both projects is anticipated to be in August 2020. 
 

 Arbuckle Creek Road Turn Lane – In February 2017, Highlands County was awarded an FDOT 
Small County Outreach Program (SCOP) grant in the amount of $936,152 for intersection 
improvements at Arbuckle Creek Road and Landfill Access Road. The construction consists of the 
addition of an eastbound left turn lane and a westbound right turn lane from Arbuckle Creek Road to 
the northbound Landfill Access Road. Design, inspection and construction of pavement widening and 
transition segments from the turn lanes back to the existing two-lane roadway, drainage improvements, 
and lighting are also included. Construction must be completed by July 2021.  

 
 Lake Blue Water Line – In December 2015, a Subgrant Agreement between the Department of 

Economic Opportunity and Highlands County was approved for $750,000 from the Small Cities 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Program. The award is to fund replacement, upgrades, 
and repairs of water mains in the Lake Blue area. The project consists of approximately 15,000 feet of 
water lines and is expected to be completed by May 2019. 
 

 Interlake Boulevard Resurfacing – Highlands County was awarded a FDOT Small County Outreach 
Program (SCOP) grant in the amount of $655,000 for resurfacing of East Interlake Boulevard. The 
construction consists of milling and resurfacing or overlaying existing lanes from Devaney Circle to 
US Highway 27, approximately 0.637 miles. The project is expected to be complete by September 
2019. 

 
Financial Information 

 
The County operates on a fiscal year of October 1st to September 30th. The fiscal year 2017-2018 budget was 
adopted with a millage rate of 8.55, a continued rate from the millage rate for fiscal year 2016-2017.    
 
Formal budgetary integration is employed as a management control device for the General and Special 
Revenue Funds. Budgets for these funds are legally adopted on an annual basis consistent with GAAP. The 
level of budgetary control exists with the Board of County Commissioners, and the Board follows the laws of 
Florida regarding the control, adoption, and amendment of the budget during each fiscal year. Open 
encumbrances in the General Fund are reported as assigned fund balance at year-end and reappropriated the 
following year. Unencumbered appropriations lapse at fiscal year-end. 
 
The Clerk of Courts, through the Clerk’s Business Services Division, and County Management are responsible 
for establishing and maintaining internal controls to provide reasonable, but not absolute, assurance regarding 
the safeguarding of assets against loss from unauthorized use or disposition and the reliability of financial 
records for preparing financial statements and maintaining accountability for assets. The concept of reasonable 
assurance recognizes that the cost of control should not exceed the benefits likely to be derived, and the 
evaluation of costs and benefits requires estimates and judgments by management. 
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All internal control evaluations occur within the above framework. We believe the County’s internal 
accounting controls adequately safeguard assets and provide reasonable assurance of proper recording of 
financial transactions. 
 
Independent Audit. Section 218.39, Florida Statutes, requires that an annual financial audit of the accounts 
and records of the County be performed by an independent certified public accounting firm. This requirement 
has been accomplished for the fiscal year ended September 30, 2018 and the opinions of the independent 
auditors are included in the Financial Section of this report. 
 
In addition to meeting the requirements set forth in the state statutes, the audit also was designed to meet the 
requirements of Title 2 U.S. Code of Federal Regulations Part 200, Uniform Administrative Requirements, 
Cost Principles and Audit Requirements for Federal Awards (Uniform Guidance), and Rules of the Auditor 
General, Chapter 10.550. The auditor’s reports pertaining to the single audit are included in the Single Audit 
Section of this report. 
 
Single Audit. The County is a recipient of federal and state financial assistance, making it mandatory that 
proper internal controls are in place to ensure that compliance with applicable laws and regulations related to 
those programs are achieved. This internal control structure is audited each year by our independent auditors. 
 
Awards. The Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) of the United States and Canada awarded a 
Certificate of Achievement for Excellence in Financial Reporting to Highlands County for its Comprehensive 
Annual Financial Report for the fiscal year ended September 30, 2017. This was the 33rd year that the County 
has received this prestigious award. In order to be awarded a Certificate of Achievement, a government must 
publish an easily readable and efficiently organized Comprehensive Annual Financial Report. This report 
satisfied both GAAP and applicable legal requirements. 
 
The Certificate of Achievement is valid for a period of one (1) year only. We believe that our current CAFR 
continues to meet the Certificate of Achievement Program requirements and will submit it to the GFOA to 
determine eligibility for another certificate for the fiscal year ending September 30, 2018. 
 
Acknowledgments. The preparation of the CAFR could not have been accomplished without the efforts and 
dedication of the entire staff of the Highlands County Clerk of Courts Business Services Division. 
 
I, and my staff, would like to thank CliftonLarsonAllen LLP, the County Administrator and his staff, and the 
Board of County Commissioners for their help and support in the preparation of this report for the citizens of 
Highlands County. 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 

         
 Robert W. Germaine             Jerome Kaszubowski, CGCIO          Sally B. Hood, CPA, CGFM 
 Clerk of Courts                      Sr. Director of Business Services      Director of Accounting  
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