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Executive Summary 

 
The purpose of this audit was to determine compliance with applicable laws and policies 
related to the annual reporting by the Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institute 
Foundation, Inc., (Foundation) for the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate.  The 
Foundation is required to submit a Specialty License Plate Revenue, Expenditure, and 
Compliance Affidavit, or state single audit, to the Department of Highway Safety and 
Motor Vehicles (Department) within nine months after the end of the Foundation’s fiscal 
year.  The state single audit submitted by the Foundation for the 2019 Fiscal Year 
ended June 30, 2019, was used for this audit.  
 
For every Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate sold or renewed, a $20 annual 
use fee is charged and distributed, as required by statute, to the Foundation. 
 
While our audit determined the Foundation generally complied with applicable laws and 
policies related to the annual state single audit for the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty 
license plate, we noted two issues involving compliance that require management 
attention.  Compliance should be improved by maintaining adequate support 
documentation for administrative expenditures.  Additionally, compliance with the use of 
administrative fees as provided for in Section 320.08058(19), Florida Statutes (F.S.) 
should be improved.  
 
 

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 fee for the more than 120 specialty 
license plates Florida offers. 
 
Section 320.08062, F.S., grants the Department the authority to examine all records 
relating to the use of specialty license plate funds.  The Office of Inspector General 
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included the examination of specialty license plate recipient organizations in its annual 
work plan. 
For every Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate sold or renewed, a $20 annual 
use fee is charged and distributed, as required by statute, to the Foundation.  Section 
320.08058(19)(b), F.S., specifies annual revenues shall be used in the following 
manner:  
 

• Research for the wild Florida Bottlenose Dolphin;  

• Up to fifteen percent may be expended for administrative costs directly 
associated with the operations of the institution;  

• Up to ten percent may be used for continuing promotion and marketing of the 
license plate; and 

• The remainder of funds must be used to collect, analyze, and archive scientific 
data regarding the wild dolphin population in Florida waters; provide care and 
assistance to stranded wild dolphins; distribute information to the scientific 
community, federal, state and local government agencies, educational institutions 
and the public for the purpose of protecting and preserving wild dolphins; 
individually identify wild dolphins through a photographic identification program; 
and advance the research technology associated with tracking and categorizing 
wild dolphins. 

 

The Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate was established in 1998.  There were 
52,693 active Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plates as of June 2019.  The 
Foundation reported receipts of $1,082,801.06 in specialty license plate fees for the 
2019 Fiscal Year. 
 
 

Results of Audit 
 
During our audit, we determined the Foundation generally complied with applicable laws 
and policies related to the annual reporting for the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty 
license plate.  However, we identified the following issues which require management 
attention. 
 
Recordkeeping   
 
Finding 1:  The Foundation did not maintain support documentation related to 
administrative expenditures and did not provide a signed Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU).  
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Section 215.97(8)(d), F.S., requires that records be maintained for the expenditure of 
funds.  Additionally, best business practices require a contract or MOU with the 
elements of a contract to be signed and dated by both parties.  
 
Our review of the records for the Foundation’s administrative expenses maintained by 
the Organization indicated all fifteen of the expenditures sampled totaling $10,949.49 
did not have adequate supporting documentation.   
 
Upon further discussion with Foundation leadership, we concluded there was no 
supporting documentation retained for any administrative expenditures.  This population 
totaled $70,165.48 and included 268 expenditures.   
 
Further, while the Foundation entered into an MOU in 2018 to extend specialty license 
plate funds to Florida Atlantic University (FAU) for research, education, administration, 
and other projects, the Foundation could not provide a signed copy of the MOU to 
support the terms of the agreement. 
 
For the 2018-2019 Fiscal Year, the Foundation distributed $37,681.45 in specialty 
license plate funds to FAU without a signed agreement in place. 
 
Recommendation 
 
We recommend the Foundation develop and implement processes to enhance the 
retention of support documentation for expenditures, to provide for accurate and 
complete recordkeeping. 
 
We also recommend the Foundation ensure agreements and/or contracts relating to 
specialty license plate funds are signed and dated by both parties prior to executing the 
agreement, and that signed copies of agreements and/or contracts are maintained in 
foundation records.   
 
Management Response 
 
The Foundation is incorporating procedures to track administrative expenditures and to 
retain support documentation.  

 
Unallowable Expenditures 
 
Finding 2:  The Foundation allocated specialty license plate funds for administrative 
expenditures to a subrecipient not provided for in statute.  

 
Section 320.08056(10)(a), F.S., states specialty license plate fees may not be used for 
general or administrative expenses, except as authorized by Section 320.08058, F.S. 
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Section 320.08058(19)(b), F.S. states the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate 
annual use fees shall be distributed to the Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution, 
Inc., to fund wild dolphin related research.  The Harbor Branch Oceanographic 
Institution, Inc., shall distribute available resources for research of the wild Florida 
Bottlenose Dolphin.  Up to 15 percent of the funds received by Harbor Branch 
Oceanographic Institution, Inc., may be expended for administrative costs directly 
associated with the operations of the institution. 
 
The Foundation distributed $37,681.45 (4%) of revenue to FAU, a subrecipient, to be 
used for administrative expenses.  However, Section 320.08058(19)(b), F.S., does not 
provide for funds earmarked or designated for administrative costs to be distributed to 
subrecipients. 
 
The Foundation did not follow the explicit wording in Section 320.08058(19)(b), F.S., 
pertaining to administrative costs for the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate.  
Additionally, the Foundation has an MOU with FAU which states four percent of 
specialty license plate revenue will be distributed to FAU to be used for administrative 
costs.  
 
Recommendation 
 
We recommend the Foundation use specialty license plate funds for administrative 
costs directly associated with operations in accordance with Section 320.08058(19)(b), 
F.S. 
 
We additionally recommend the Foundation consider recovering the administrative 
payments distributed to FAU since the start of the payments in 2018. 
 
Management Response 
 
The Foundation will discontinue the distribution of administrative funds to FAU subject 
to Board approval. 
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Purpose, Scope, and Methodology 
 

The purpose of this audit was to determine the Foundation’s compliance with applicable 
laws and policies related to the annual reporting by the Foundation for the Protect Wild 
Dolphins specialty license plate.   
 
The scope of this audit included specialty license plate revenues and expenditures 
reported on the Foundation’s state single audit for the 2019 Fiscal Year, and specialty 
license plate revenue and expenditures reported in the Foundation’s financial records 
for the 2019 Fiscal Year. 
 
The methodology for the audit of the Protect Wild Dolphins specialty license plate 
included:  
 

• Reviewing Florida Statutes, Department policies, and Foundation policies; 

• Reconciling the Department’s distribution of specialty license plate fees to 
revenues reported in the Foundation’s financial records; 

• Reconciling the expenditures reported on the state single audit to the Foundation 
financial records; 

• Reviewing the use of funds by the Foundation to ensure there is adequate 
supporting documentation, and the expenditures are for purposes authorized by 
statute;  

• Reviewing timing, availability, and content of reports such as affidavits, state 
single audits, or subrecipient monitoring; and  

• Comparing expenditures to statutory requirements for annual allocation limits and 
reviewing reasonableness of balances.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  





 

     

Audit Report No. 202021-13 
 

     Page 7 of 8 

ATTACHMENT – Management Response 
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ATTACHMENT – Management Response Continued 
 

 




