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M E M O R A N D U M  
 
TO:  2016 Orange County Charter Review Commission 
FROM: Wade C. Vose, Esq., General Counsel 
DATE: May 13, 2015 
SUBJECT: Single Subject Rule and County Charters in Florida 
 
 Pursuant to the Commission’s request at its April 9, 2015 meeting, I have assembled 
some basic information concerning the meaning and application of a single subject limitation 
with respect to initiatives under a county charter, with a particular focus on the anticipated legal 
effect of imposing a single subject requirement on one or more types of charter amendments or 
initiative petitions under the Orange County Charter. 
 
 First, it is important to understand that under the present state of the law, a single subject 
requirement does not presently exist with respect to Orange County Charter amendments.  The 
seminal case on this matter is, notably, Charter Review Commission of Orange County v. Scott, 
647 So.2d 835 (Fla. 1994).1   
 
 In that case, the Florida Supreme Court considered whether a single subject requirement 
applied to an Orange County Charter amendment proposed by the CRC that both created a 
Citizen Review Board reviewing use of force or abuse of power allegations relating to Sheriff’s 
deputies, and converted the Sheriff, Property Appraiser, and Tax Collector into charter officers, 
abolishing their constitutional officer status.  After analysis, including a review of four instances 
in which a single subject requirement is expressly imposed in the text of the Florida Constitution 
or Florida Statutes, the court held that a single subject requirement does not apply to county 
charter amendments proposed by a charter review commission. Id. at 837. 
 
 Subsequently, in Seminole County v. City of Winter Springs, 935 So.2d 521, 528 (Fla. 5th 
DCA 2006), the Fifth District Court of Appeals (the state appellate court applicable to Orange 
County), in upholding a charter amendment proposed by the Seminole County Commission, held 
that “Neither the Florida Constitution nor the Florida Statutes applies a single subject rule to 
proposed amendments to county or city charters; therefore, any such limitation must be found 
within the charter itself.”  Accord, Shulmister v. Larkins, 856 So.2d 1149, 1151 (Fla. 4th DCA 
2003). 
 
 With that understanding, we can turn now to the legal effect of and analysis implied in 
adding a single subject requirement to the Orange County charter.  Research reveals no reported 
Florida cases addressing a challenge to a county charter amendment on the basis of a single 
subject requirement found within the charter itself, so initial reliance on the law construing the 
rigors of a single subject requirement in other contexts would be appropriate. 
 

                                                             
1 The case is notable not only because a prior iteration of this Commission was a party, but also because 
your very own Chairman argued the case before the Florida Supreme Court on behalf of the CRC. 
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 As mentioned above, the Florida Supreme Court in Scott referenced four instances in 
which a single subject requirement is expressly imposed in the text of the Florida Constitution or 
Florida Statutes: 
 

For instance, article III of the constitution contains a single-subject requirement 
for laws passed by the legislature,2 and article XI imposes a single-subject 
requirement for constitutional amendments proposed by initiative petition.3 
Section 125.67, Florida Statutes (1991), applies the single-subject rule to county 
ordinances,4 and section 166.041(2) places a single-subject requirement on 
municipal ordinances.5 

 
 Scott, 647 So.2d at 836. 
 
 Research further reveals a surprising lack of Florida cases addressing the application of 
the single subject requirement to either county or municipal ordinances, and so reference to cases 
construing single subject requirements in the contexts of laws passed by the Florida Legislature 
and constitutional amendments proposed by initiative petition is called for. 
 
 As to laws passed by the Florida Legislature, the Florida Supreme Court has enunciated a 
highly deferential standard of review in its application of the single subject rule: 
 

When courts are called upon to assess legislation for compliance with article III, 
section 6, the standard of review is highly deferential. “[T]he general disposition 
of the courts [is] to construe the constitutional provision liberally, rather than to 
embarrass legislation by a construction whose strictness is unnecessary to the 
accomplishment of the beneficial purposes for which it has been adopted.” 
Canova, 94 So.2d at 184. We stated:  
 

Should any doubt exist that an act is in violation of art. III, sec. 16 of the 
Constitution, or of any constitutional provision, the presumption is in favor 
of constitutionality. To overcome the presumption, the invalidity must 
appear beyond reasonable doubt, for it must be assumed the legislature 
intended to enact a valid law. Therefore, the act must be construed, if fairly 
possible, as to avoid unconstitutionality and to remove grave doubts on that 
score. 

                                                             
2 Article III, section 6, Florida Constitution, provides in part: “SECTION 6. Laws. – Every law shall 
embrace but one subject and matter properly connected therewith....” 
3 Article XI, section 3, Florida Constitution, provides in part: “SECTION 3. Initiative. – The power to 
propose the revision or amendment of any portion or portions of this constitution by initiative is reserved 
to the people, provided that, any such revision or amendment shall embrace but one subject and matter 
directly connected therewith.” 
4 Section 125.67, Florida Statutes (1991), provides in relevant part: “125.67 Limitation on subject and 
matter embraced in ordinances; amendments; enacting clause. – Every ordinance shall embrace but one 
subject and matter properly connected therewith....” 
5 Section 166.041(2), Florida Statutes (1991), provides in relevant part: “Each ordinance or resolution 
shall be introduced in writing and shall embrace but one subject and matters properly connected 
therewith.” 
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Franklin v. State, 887 So.2d 1063, 1073 (Fla. 2004) 
  
 The court has particularly focused on the phrase “matter properly connected therewith” in 
enunciating this lenient standard: 
 

A connection between a provision and the subject is proper (1) if the connection is 
natural or logical, or (2) if there is a reasonable explanation for how the provision 
is (a) necessary to the subject or (b) tends to make effective or promote the 
objects and purposes of legislation included in the subject. 

 
Id. at 1079. 
 
 The Florida Supreme Court has distinguished this highly deferential standard from the 
more rigorous one applicable to state constitutional initiative petitions: 
 

The use of the phrase “properly6 connected” in article III, section 6 is broader 
than the phrase “directly connected” required by article XI, section 3 of the 
Florida Constitution, which authorizes changes in our constitution by citizen 
initiative petition. In Fine v. Firestone, 448 So.2d 984 (Fla. 1984), we explained 
the distinction: 
 

We find it is proper to distinguish between the two. First, we find that the 
language “shall embrace but one subject and matter properly connected 
therewith” in article III, section 6, regarding statutory change by the 
legislature is broader than the language “shall embrace but one subject and 
matter directly connected therewith,” in article XI, section 3, regarding 
constitutional change by initiative. Second, we find that we should take a 
broader view of the legislative provision be cause any proposed law must 
proceed through legislative debate and public hearing. Such a process 
allows change in the content of any law before its adoption. This process 
is, in itself, a restriction on the drafting of a proposal which is not 
applicable to the scheme for constitutional revision or amendment by 
initiative. Third, and most important, we find that we should require strict 
compliance with the single-subject rule in the initiative process for 
constitutional change because our constitution is the basic document that 
controls our governmental functions, including the adoption of any laws 
by the legislature. Id. at 988–89. (Emphasis supplied) 

 
Franklin, 887 So.2d at 1077. 
 
 In contrast, the Florida Supreme Court sees the single subject requirement employing the 
phrase “directly connected” as a “rule of restraint… placed in the constitution by the people to 
allow citizens to propose and vote on singular changes in the functions of our government 
                                                             
6 Notably, the single subject provisions applicable to both county and municipal ordinances use 
the phrase “properly connected,” implying the applicability of the highly deferential standard due 
to legislative enactments. 
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structure.”  Advisory Op. to Att'y Gen. re Fairness Init. Req. Leg. Determ. that Sales Tax 
Exemptions and Exclusions Serve a Public Purpose, 880 So.2d 630, 633 (Fla. 2004).  Such 
constitutional initiative petitions are subjected to a stricter “oneness of purpose” standard.  
Advisory Op., 880 So.2d at 634, citing Fine, 448 So.2d at 990 (“[T]he one-subject limitation 
deal[s] with a logical and natural oneness of purpose….”).  “A proposed amendment meets this 
test when it ‘may be logically viewed as having a natural relation and connection as component 
parts or aspects of a single dominant plan or scheme. Unity of object and plan is the universal 
test....’” Advisory Op., 880 So.2d at 634, citing Fine, 448 So.2d at 990. 
 
Single Subject Requirements in County Charters 
 
 Attached as Exhibit “A” is a chart enumerating the extant single-subject requirements for 
both ordinances by initiative and charter amendments by initiative, and noting, where such a 
requirement exists, the relevant operative language (“directly connected” or “properly 
connected”).  The vast majority of the counties imposing a single subject requirement employ the 
“directly connected” language, and therefore appear to have adopted the more rigorous standard 
discussed above, with only Hillsborough using the phrase “properly connected.”  The Supreme 
Court’s analysis in Franklin relating to the non-deliberative character of initiative petitions 
would seem to further bear out the conclusion that the stricter single subject standard would 
apply to county charter initiative petitions.  See 887 So.2d at 1077. 
 
 Note that Orange County is one of only seven counties that does not impose a single 
subject requirement of any kind on its charter amendments by initiative.  In contrast, Orange is 
among the ten of the 15 counties that do not impose a single subject requirement on ordinances 
by initiative. (The other five of the 20 charter counties do not provide for ordinances by initiative 
in any event.)   
 
 If it is the will of the Commission to propose a charter amendment instituting a single 
subject requirement with respect to charter initiative petitions, use of the “directly connected” 
phrasing would most clearly express an intention to adopt the more rigorous single subject 
standard applicable to state constitution initiative petitions, as opposed to the highly deferential 
standard applicable to legislative actions.  
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Exhibit “A” 
 

Breakdown of Single Subject Requirements for Ordinances by Initiative and Charter 
Amendments by Initiative under Florida’s 20 County Charters 

 
Charter County Ordinance by Initiative Charter Amendment by Initiative 
Alachua No SSR “Directly connected” 
Brevard No SSR “Directly connected” 
Broward No SSR No SSR 
Charlotte No SSR “Directly connected” 
Clay No SSR “Directly connected” 
Columbia “Directly connected” “Directly connected” 
Duval (No Ord. by Init. Process) No SSR 
Hillsborough (No Ord. by Init. Process) “Properly connected” 
Lee “Directly connected” “Directly connected” 
Leon “Directly connected” “Directly connected” 
Miami-Dade No SSR No SSR 
Orange No SSR No SSR 
Osceola No SSR “Directly connected” 
Palm Beach No SSR No SSR 
Pinellas (No Ord. by Init. Process) “Directly connected” 
Polk “Directly connected” “Directly connected” 
Sarasota (No Ord. by Init. Process) No SSR 
Seminole No SSR “Directly connected” 
Volusia (No Ord. by Init. Process) No SSR 
Wakulla “Directly connected” “Directly connected” 
 


