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Specialty License Plate Audit         August 23, 2013 

The Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc.  
and the Technological Research and 
Development Authority 
Audit Report 201213-25 

                 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this audit was to determine the Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc. 
(AMF) and the Technological Research and Development Authority’s (TRDA) 
compliance with Florida Statutes and organizational and Department policies and 
procedures associated with Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees.  
 
The AMF and TRDA are required to submit an audit report or a Specialty License Plate 
Revenue, Expenditure and Compliance Affidavit to the Department annually within nine 
months after the end of their fiscal year.  The most recent audit the TRDA submitted, for 
the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended September 30, 2012, was used for this audit.  The most 
recent affidavit the AMF submitted, for the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended June 30, 2012, 
was used for this audit.   
 
For every Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate sold or renewed, a $25 annual 
use fee is charged and distributed as follows: 50 percent to the AMF and 50 percent to 
the TRDA.  For the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended September 30, 2012, the TRDA 
received $299,055 in specialty license plate fees.  For the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended 
June 30, 2012, the AMF received $306,207 in specialty license plate fees.  
 
Section 320.08058(2)(b), Florida Statutes (F.S.), specifies that 50 percent of the 
Challenger/Columbia plate annual use fee must be distributed to the Astronauts 
Memorial Foundation, Inc., to support the operations of the Center for Space Education 
and the Education Technology Institute.  Funds received by the Astronauts Memorial 
Foundation, Inc., may be used for administrative costs directly associated with the 
operation of the center and the institute.  These funds must be used for the 
maintenance and support of the operations of the Center for Space Education and the 
Education Technology Institute operated by the Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc. 
These operations must include pre-service and in-service training in the use of 
technology for the state’s instructional personnel in a manner consistent with state 
training programs and approved by the Department of Education.  Up to 20 percent of 
funds received by the Center for Space Education and the Education Technology 
Institute may be expended for administrative costs directly associated with the operation 
of the center and the institute. 
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Section 320.08058(2)(c), F.S., specifies that 50 percent of the Challenger/Columbia 
license plate annual use fee must be distributed to the Technological Research and 
Development Authority for the purpose of funding space-related research grants, the 
Teacher/Quest Scholarship Program, and space-related economic development 
programs.  The Technological Research and Development Authority shall coordinate 
and distribute available resources among state universities and independent colleges 
and universities based on the research strengths of such institutions in space science 
technology, community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational 
organizations.  
 
Section 320.08058(2)(d), F.S., specifies up to 10 percent of the funds distributed under 
paragraphs (b) and (c) may be used for continuing promotion and marketing of the 
license plate.  
 
Section 320.08058(2), F.S., was amended with the approval of Senate Bill 954 on June 
28, 2013, to remove all references of the TRDA effective September 30, 2013.  Once 
effective, all references to the TRDA will be removed and the TRDA shall no longer 
receive user fees from the sale of Challenger/Columbia specialty license plates.  
 
During our evaluation, we determined the TRDA did not coordinate and distribute 
specialty license plate resources to state universities and independent colleges and 
universities, community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational 
organizations as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c), F.S.  We also determined TRDA 
used Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees for unallowable administrative 
expenses.   
 
TRDA’ s response did not directly address that specialty license plate fees were not 
coordinated or distributed to state universities or independent colleges and universities, 
community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational organizations 
as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S.  Additionally, TRDA did not directly address 
that specialty license plate fees were used for unallowable administrative expenses.  
 
During our evaluation, we determined the AMF used specialty license plate fees for 
unallowable educational consulting expenses.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

     

Audit Report No. 201213-25      Page 3 of 19 

The AMF did not agree with our finding that specialty license plate fees were used for 
unallowable expenditures; however, the AMF did state that a co-mingled account was 
used and included specialty license plate funds.   The AMF also stated the educational 
consulting services were listed in the department code used for education programs in 
the chart of accounts.  Furthermore, the AMF has or plans to implement the following 
corrective actions:  

 The AMF has opened a separate bank account for Challenger/Columbia 
specialty license plate funds;  

 Payments from the account will be restricted to expenses directly qualifying as 
allowable expenses authorized in Sections 320.08056 and 320.08058(2), F.S.; 
and 

 The AMF has created a new department code for government consulting to 
eliminate any confusion in the accounting categories. 
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Background and Introduction  
 

Specialty license plates are license plates available to the general public with unique 
designs that promote philanthropic and other causes and require payment of an 
additional annual use fee.  Section 320.08056, F.S., authorizes the issuance of all 
specialty license plates and specifies the annual use fees for the more than 120 
specialty license plates Florida offers.  
 
Section 320.08062, F.S., grants the Department authority to examine all records relating 
to the use of specialty license plate annual use fees.  The Office of Inspector General 
included the examination of specialty license plates in its annual work plan. 
 
The Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate was enacted in 1987.  For every 
Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate sold or renewed, a $25 annual use fee is 
charged and distributed as follows:  
 
Section 320.08058(2)(b), F.S., specifies that 50 percent of the Challenger/Columbia 
plate annual use fee must be distributed to the Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc., to 
support the operations of the Center for Space Education and the Education 
Technology Institute.  Funds received by the Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc., may 
be used for administrative costs directly associated with the operation of the center and 
the institute.  These funds must be used for the maintenance and support of the 
operations of the Center for Space Education and the Education Technology Institute 
operated by the Astronauts Memorial Foundation, Inc.  These operations must include 
pre-service and in-service training in the use of technology for the state’s instructional 
personnel in a manner consistent with state training programs and approved by the 
Department of Education.  Up to 20 percent of funds received by the Center for Space 
Education and the Education Technology Institute may be expended for administrative 
costs directly associated with the operation of the center and the institute. 
 
Section 320.08058(2)(c), F.S., specifies that 50 percent of the Challenger/Columbia 
license plate annual use fee must be distributed to the Technological Research and 
Development Authority for the purpose of funding space-related research grants, the 
Teacher/Quest Scholarship Program, and space-related economic development 
programs.  The Technological Research and Development Authority shall coordinate 
and distribute available resources among state universities and independent colleges 
and universities based on the research strengths of such institutions in space science 
technology, community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational 
organizations.  
 
Section 320.08058(2)(d), F.S., specifies up to 10 percent of the funds distributed under 
paragraphs (b) and (c) may be used for continuing promotion and marketing of the 
license plate.  
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Section 320.08058(2), F.S., was amended with the approval of Senate Bill 954 on June 
28, 2013, to remove all references of the TRDA effective September 30, 2013.  Once 
effective all references to the TRDA will be removed and the TRDA shall no longer 
receive user fees from the sale of Challenger/Columbia specialty license plates.  
 
The TRDA is a technology-based economic development organization focused on the 
incubation of new business ventures, the acceleration of growth of existing firms, and 
the commercialization of innovative technologies.   
 
The mission of the AMF is to honor and memorialize astronauts who sacrificed their 
lives for the nation and the space program by sponsoring the national Space Mirror 
Memorial and by implementing innovative educational technology programs.  
 
The most recent audit the TRDA submitted, for the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended 
September 30, 2012, was used for this audit.  During the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, the 
TRDA received $299,055 in specialty license plate fees.  
 
The most recent affidavit the AMF submitted, for the 2011-12 Fiscal Year ended June 
30, 2012, was used for this audit.  During the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, the AMF received 
$306,207 in specialty license plate fees. 
 
During our evaluation, we identified the following issues involving compliance with 
Section 320.08058(2), F.S., that require management attention. 

 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
 
Technological Research and Development Authority 
 
Unauthorized Use of Fees 
 
Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S., states 50 percent must be distributed to the TRDA for the 
purpose of funding space-related research grants, the Teacher/Quest Scholarship 
Program, and space-related economic development programs.  The TRDA shall 
coordinate and distribute available resources among state universities and independent 
colleges and universities based on the research strengths of such institutions in space 
science technology, community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit 
educational organizations.  
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After reviewing the detailed general ledger for the Incubator Program and Teacher 
Quest Scholarship program, it was unclear how TRDA was coordinating and distributing 
available resources among state universities and independent colleges and universities, 
community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational organizations 
as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S.  
 
In email correspondence on April 8, 2013, TRDA explained specialty license plate 
revenue is allocated by journal entry to the Incubator Program and to their 
Administrative Program.  TRDA staff also stated no specialty plate resources were 
distributed to state universities or independent colleges and universities in the 2011-12 
Fiscal Year.  
 
During the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, TRDA allocated $236,174.10 of specialty license plate 
fees to the Incubator Program.  During a phone conference on March 25, 2013, TRDA 
staff explained the Incubator Program’s purpose is to provide mentoring, general market 
research, general business planning, and customized business services based on 
specific needs of the client, to tech-based startup companies.  The Incubator Program is 
two parts: physical and virtual.  Tech-based startup companies are accepted as tenants 
to the physical building, while virtual clients receive services but not a home.  As of 
March 15, 2013, TRDA ended the Incubator Program.  
 
After reviewing a list of Incubator Program affiliates and tenants, it was unclear how any 
of the companies related to state universities and independent colleges and universities, 
community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational organizations.   
 
Because the TRDA did not coordinate and distribute specialty license plate funds as 
required, TRDA is not in compliance with Section 320.08058(2)(c), F.S.  
 
Finding 1  
 
The TRDA did not coordinate and distribute specialty license plate resources to state 
universities or independent colleges and universities based on the research strengths of 
such institutions in space technology, community colleges, public school districts and 
not-for-profit educational organizations as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S. 
  
Recommendation 
 
We recommend the TRDA ensure Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees are 
coordinated and distributed to state universities or independent colleges and 
universities based on the research strengths of such institutions in space technology, 
community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational organizations 
as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S. 
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Management Response  
 
The response TRDA provided did not directly address that specialty license plate fees 
were not coordinated or distributed to state universities or independent colleges and 
universities based on the research strengths of such institutions in space technology, 
community colleges, public school districts, and not-for-profit educational organizations 
as required by Section 320.08058(2)(c) F.S. 
 
 
Unauthorized Use of Fees for Administrative Expenses 
 
Section 320.08056(10), F.S., states that specialty license plate annual use fees or any 
interest earned from those fees may not be used for general or administrative 
expenses, except as authorized by Section 320.08058, F.S. 
 
Section 320.08058(2)(c), F.S., does not specifically authorize TRDA to use specialty 
license plate annual use fees for administrative expenses.  
 
Although Section 320.08058(2)(d) F.S., states up to 10 percent of the funds distributed 
may be used for continuing promotion and marketing of the license plate, it does not 
specifically authorize TRDA to use specialty license plate annual use fees for general or 
administrative expenses. 
 
During the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, TRDA allocated $60,000 of specialty license plate 
annual use fees to their Administrative fund.  These expenses were listed as 
Government Relations expenses and paid to a registered lobbying firm.  The Agreement 
for Representation includes the following items as part of the scope of the engagement: 
 

 Develop and implement strategies for TRDA inclusion in state agency and 
gubernatorial budgets;  

 Develop and implement strategies to increase state funding for TRDA programs 
through appropriations; 

 Draft budget language, legislation, appropriations requests, and amendments; 
and 

 Lobby for the TRDA’s position on legislation, appropriations, and matters of 
interest.  

 
The expenditures appear to be unallowable administrative expenses, and the 
Agreement for Representation did not clearly demonstrate how the expenditures met 
the Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate purpose of funding space-related 
research grants, the Teacher/Quest Scholarship Program, and space-related economic 
development programs. 
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Finding 2  
 
The TRDA used Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees for unallowable 
administrative expenses that did not meet the Challenger/Columbia specialty license 
plate purpose of funding space-related research grants, the Teacher/Quest Scholarship 
Program, and space-related economic development programs.  
 
Recommendation 
 
We recommend the TRDA ensure Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees are 
used for allowable expenses as authorized in Sections 320.08056, and 320.08058(2)(c), 
F.S. 
 
Management Response  
 
The response TRDA provided did not directly address the specialty license plate fees 
used for unallowable administrative expenses.  
 
 
Astronauts Memorial Foundation 
 
Unauthorized Use of Fees for Education Expenses 
 
Section 320.08058(2)(b), F.S., states Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees 
must be used for the maintenance and support of the operations of the Center for 
Space Education and the Education Technology Institute.  These operations must 
include pre-service and in-service training in the use of technology for the state’s 
instructional personnel in a manner consistent with state training programs and 
approved by the Department of Education.  Up to 20 percent of funds received by the 
Center for Space Education and the Education Technology Institute may be expended 
for administrative costs directly associated with the operation of the center and the 
institute.  
 
Section 320.08056(11) F.S., states that specialty license plate annual use fees may not 
be used for  the purpose of marketing to, or lobbying, entertaining, or rewarding an 
employee of a governmental agency that is responsible for the sale and distribution of 
specialty license plates.  
 
Effective January 1, 2013, Section 320.08056(11) F.S., further states that specialty 
license plate annual use fees may not be used for marketing to, or lobbying, 
entertaining, or rewarding an elected member or employee of the Legislature. 
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During the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, the AMF had educational expenditures of $30,000 to a 
registered lobbying firm for educational consulting services.  Although the AMF was 
able to provide invoices for the expenditures, the invoices only identified the 
expenditures for services rendered and did not contain any information about the type of 
educational services provided.  Additionally, the AMF stated they did not have a written 
agreement and they verbally retained month-to-month government consulting services.  
The AMF specified these services included monitoring and tracking issues relating to 
education in the state, federal and local governments, and facilitating partnerships and 
ventures in public and private schools, universities and colleges.  
 
Since a contract or invoices clearly demonstrating the purpose of the expenditures was 
not available, it is unclear how these expenditures met the Challenger/Columbia 
specialty license plate purpose of supporting the operations of the Center for Space 
Education and the Education Technology Institute.  
 
Finding 1  
 
The AMF used specialty license plate fees for unallowable educational consulting 
services that did not meet the purpose of supporting the operations of the Center for 
Space Education and the Education Technology Institute.  
 
Recommendation 
 
We recommend the AMF ensure Challenger/Columbia specialty license plate fees are 
used for allowable expenses as authorized in Sections 320.08056 and 320.08058(2), 
F.S. 
 
Management Response  
 
The AMF did not agree with our finding that specialty license plate fees were used for 
unallowable expenditures; however, the AMF did state that a co-mingled account was 
utilized and included specialty license plate funds.  AMF also stated the educational 
consulting services were listed in the department code used for education programs in 
the chart of accounts.  Furthermore, the AMF has or plans to implement the following 
corrective actions:  

 The AMF has opened a separate bank account for Challenger/Columbia 
specialty license plate funds;  

 Payments from the account will be restricted to expenses directly qualifying as 
allowable expenses authorized in Sections 320.08056 and 320.08058(2), F.S.; 
and  

 The AMF has created a new Department Code for Government Consulting to 
eliminate any confusion in the accounting categories. 
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Purpose, Scope, and Methodology 
 

The purpose of this audit was to determine the TRDA and AMF’s compliance with 
Florida Statutes and organizational and Department policies and procedure. 
 
The scope of this audit included revenues and expenditures reported in the TRDA 
License Plate Program Schedule of Revenues and Expenditures for the 2011-12 Fiscal 
Year, ended September 30, 2012, and the AMF License Plate Program Schedule of 
Revenues and Expenditures for the 2011-12 Fiscal Year, ended June 30, 2012. 
 
The methodology included:  

 Reviewing Florida Statutes and Department policies and procedures related to 

specialty license plate fees; 

 Reconciling the Department distribution of annual use fees to the fees reported 

by the TRDA and AMF;  

 Reconciling the Department distribution of annual use fees to receipts recorded 

in the TRDA and AMF financial records;  

 Reconciling revenue reported in the TRDA and AMF License Plate Program 

Schedule of Revenues and Expenditures to the TRDA and AMF financial 

records; 

 Reconciling the expenditures reported in the TRDA and AMF License Plate 

Program Schedule of Revenues and Expenditures to the TRDA and AMF 

financial records; 

 Tracing expenditures reported in the TRDA and AMF License Plate Program 

Schedule of Revenues and Expenditures to supporting documentation; and 

 Examining the TRDA and AMF documentation for compliance with Section 

320.08058(3)(b), F.S. 
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ATTACHMENT 1-  TRDA Management Response   
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ATTACHMENT 2-  AMF Management Response   
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