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REPORT OF INVESTIGATION
COMPLAINT NO. 23-016

(1) The complaint in this matter was filed by Charles Padgett who alleges that
Aneala Beachum (Respondent), while serving as a member of the Noma Town Council,
violated the Code of Ethics for Public Officers and Employees.

2) Mr. Padgett alleges that when the Respondent served on the Noma Town Council, she
rented a house the Town owns, and paid rent to the Town from November 16, 2020, through
February 2022. Mr. Padgett reported that the Respondent did not vacate the property until
December 19, 2022, alleging that the Respondent did not pay rent for ten months and owes
the Town $4,000 in past-due rent. Mr. Padgett also reported that prior to the Respondent
renting the house, the Town Council, including the Respondent, voted to purchase an air
conditioning unit and a security system that the previous tenant had purchased for the house.
He reported that the Respondent did not mention that she wanted to rent the house during the
meeting.

(3) The Executive Director of the Commission on Ethics noted that based upon the
information provided in the complaint, the allegations were sufficient to warrant a preliminary
investigation to determine whether the Respondent's actions violated Section 112.313(7)(a),
Florida Statutes (Conflicting Employment or Contractual Relationship), and Section
112.3143(3), Florida Statutes (Voting Conflicts).

(4) Mr. Padgett serves as a member of the Noma Town Council. Councilman Padgett
reported that the Town of Noma has a population of approximately 140 people, and that the
Respondent was appointed to the Noma Town Council on February 3, 2020, in order to fill
the vacated seat of a Councilmember who resigned from office.

(5) Councilman Padgett related that the Town owns a house that was being rented to an
individual who passed away sometime in September 2020. He reported that during the
October 5, 2020, Town Council meeting, the Council, including the Respondent, voted to
purchase from the family of the deceased former renter, an air conditioning unit and security
system the renter personally purchased and installed in the Town-owned house. Councilman
Padgett reported that Town receipts reflect that on November 16, 2020, the Respondent paid
the then-Town Clerk a $400 rent payment for her use of the Town-owned house, noting that,
during the October 5, 2020 Council meeting, then-Councilmember Beachum did not mention
she was interested in renting the house. He said no record of a rental or lease agreement
between the Town and the Respondent can be located in the Town's records, and he could not
recall if the Town Council being made aware that the, Respondent was renting the house.
However, he continued, Town receipts reflect that the Respondent paid rent to the Town for
her use of the house until February 2022. Subsequent to February 2022, he continued,
although the Respondent no longer paid rent, she continued to occupy the house where she
opcrated her tax services business.

(6) Councilman Padgett related that sometime between March and May 2022, the Town
Council discussed condemning the rental house because the cost to repair it was estimated to



be more than what the house was worth. Town records confirm this is the period when the
Respondent stopped paying rent to the Town. According to Councilman Padgett, the
Respondent told the Town Council that she should not be required to pay rent if the Town was
going to condemn the house. However, she said she wanted to be considered "first in line" to
rent the property if it was not condemned.

(7) Councilman Padgett reported in the complaint that in April 2022, the Respondent
requested from the Town Clerk a refund on the water and sewer services to the house, and
that the Town Clerk provided to the Respondent a $300 check upon this request, noting that
the services were turned off at the house. Councilman Padgett explained during an interview
that this refund was the deposit on those services that is normally refunded to a person who
turns off those services at a specific location. He reported that although the Respondent had
the water and sewer services discontinued, she continued to use the house for storage, and
refused to return the keys to the house back to the Town.

(8) Councilman Padgett stated that during a November 28, 2022, Town Council meeting,
which the Respondent did not attend, the Town Council voted to formally evict her from the
property. He said an eviction notice was mailed to the Respondent via certified mail, and a
copy of the eviction notice was also posted on the front door of the house. He related that on
December 19, 2022, the Respondent finally relinquished possession of the keys to the house,
giving them to the Town's maintenance man. Councilman Padgett contends that the
Respondent owes the Town approximately $4,000 in back rent.

(9) Ms. Beachum confirmed that in February 2020, she was appointed to the Town
Council after the resignation of a Councilmember, adding that she retained her seat on the
Council after running unopposed in the next election. She related that she is no longer a
member of the Town Council, having lost her re-election bid in the following election cycle.
She reported that she is owner of a Victory Financial Services franchise and is self-employed
as a tax preparer.

(10)  The Respondent acknowledged that she rented a house from the Town while she was
a member of the Town Council, adding that she rented the house for business purposes with
the approval of the Town Attorney and the Mayor.

(11)  Recalling the events that led to her renting the house, the Respondent related that
approximately one year prior to her tenure on the Town Council, as she was paying her
personal water bill at the Town Hall, she discussed with the then-Town Clerk, Patricia
Cochrane, her interest in renting a building "in town." She said Ms. Cochrane told her about
the Town-owned house located across the street from the Town Hall that was not occupied,
informing her that she (Cochrane) would talk to then-Mayor James Hayes about renting the
house to her (Beachum). The Respondent said Ms. Cochrane subsequently told her that the
house was not available because Mayor Hayes had already rented the house to his cousin.

(12)  The Respondent believed that it was a couple of months after she was appointed to
the Town Council in 2020 that she received a telephone call from Ms. Cochrane who asked
her if she was still interested in renting the house because Mayor Hayes' cousin passed away



and the house was available to rent. After informing Ms. Cochrane that she was still
interested in renting the house, she continued, Ms. Cochrane called Mayor Hayes and
received permission from him to rent the house to her. She related that during one of her
visits to Town Hall when she was talking to Ms. Cochrane about renting the house,
Councilmember Corey Mixon overheard their conversation and opined that the Respondent
could not rent the Town-owned house because she was a member of the Town Council. She
said, as a result of this comment, Ms. Cochrane called then-Town Attorney Owen Powell to
obtain his opinion about her renting the house. The Respondent said Mr. Powell opined that
as long as she was paying rent and not using the house for free, she experienced "no gain,"
and thus, there was no conflict of interest with the Respondent renting the house from the
Town. She noted that the Town Council also approved of her renting the house. The
Respondent confirmed she made her first rent payment to the Town in November 2020,
noting that there was no rental or lease agreement documenting the arrangement.

(13)  The Respondent related that the Town-owned house is a duplex and she rented it for
business purposes. On one side of the duplex, she explained, she operated her tax preparation
business, and on the other side of the duplex, she opened a deli, noting that she did not open
for business until January or February 2021.

(14)  The Respondent disputes that she owes back rent to the Town, explaining that she
was told that the rent she was paying was to go towards repairing the house, but the Town
never used any of the funds to make repairs. She said that the Town Council discussed
condemning the house because the cost of repairing the house was more than what the house
was worth. The Respondent explained that she did not pay rent for a period of time near the
end of her occupancy of the house because the Town Council never made a decision to either
repair or condemn the house. She explained, if her rent was not being used to pay for repairs,
and the house was going to be condemned, she did not want to pay any rent if the house was
going to be demolished instead of improved. The Respondent confirmed that she was
eventually evicted from the house, noting that, although she disagrees that she owes back rent,
the Town also never sent her a bill for any back rent she allegedly owes.

(15)  The Respondent confirmed she participated in the October 5, 2020, Town Council's
unanimous vote to approve the purchase of the air conditioning unit and security system from
the former renter's family. She reported that she was not renting the house at the time of the
vote, noting that she did not make her first rent payment until November 16, 2020, which
Town records confirm.

(16)  Former Town Clerk Cochrane confirmed by telephone that she informed the
Respondent of the availability of the Town-owned house. She said she called the Respondent
about the house being vacant because she knew the Respondent had been interested in renting
it prior to the then-Mayor renting the house to his cousin. Ms. Cochrane stated that she spoke
with then-Mayor Hayes about the Respondent's interest in renting the house and he approved
of her renting it.  Although she could not remember specifically, she believed the Town
Council approved renting the house to the Respondent as well. Ms. Cochrane confirmed there
was no written lease or rental agreement documenting the transaction. She also confirmed
that she spoke with then-Town Attorney Powell who approved of then-Councilmember



Beachum renting the house from the Town as long as she paid rent and did not occupy the
house for free. Ms. Cochran also confirmed that the water and sewage fee that was returned
to the Respondent was the deposit that is refunded when the account is closed.

(17)  Former Town Attorney Powell reported by telephone that he could not specifically
recall a conversation with Ms. Cochrane concerning the Respondent renting the house from
the Town. However, he stated, the conversation recalled by Ms. Cochrane, in which she said
he (Powell) opined that if the Respondent was not occupying the house for free, and was
paying rent, then there would be no conflict of interest, sounds like an opinion he would have
given in this circumstance.

(18)  Former Mayor Hayes, recalled by telephone, his conversation with Ms. Cochrane in
which he approved the Respondent renting the house. However, he could not recall if the
Town Council addressed the matter.

(19)  Town Council meeting minutes were reviewed and no mention of the Town renting
the house to the Respondent could be located. It could not be determined if the matter was
not addressed by the Town Council, or if the matter simply was not documented in the
Council's meeting minutes. Further, certain months' meeting minutes could not be located.
Additionally, other Council members that were serving at the time could not recall if the
Town Council addressed the Town renting the house to the Respondent.

END OF REPORT OF PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION



