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Number: AGO 2003-61

Date: December 16, 2003
Subject:

Public Service Tax, exemptions

Ms. Denise Nieman

Palm Beach County Attorney

Post Office Box 1989

West Palm Beach, Florida 33402-1989

RE: TAXATION-PUBLIC SERVICE TAX—CHARTER COUNTIES—applicability of exemption
from public service to retail sale of bottled natural liquefied petroleum gas to power forklifts. s.
166.231(4)(a), Fla. Stat.

Dear Ms. Nieman:

On behalf of the Palm Beach County Board of County Commissioners, you ask the following
guestion:

Does section 166.231(4)(a), Florida Statutes, provide an exemption from the public service tax
imposed by a charter county on the retail sale of bottled natural liquefied petroleum gas used to
power forklifts?

According to your letter, the county's internal auditor recently conducted an audit of the retalil
sales of natural gas within the county. Some sellers of natural gas asserted that the sales of
bottled natural liquefied petroleum gas used to power forklifts were exempt from the county's
public service tax adopted pursuant to section 166.231, Florida Statutes. You state that the
sellers, in claiming such an exemption, relied on the provisions of section 166.231(4)(a), Florida
Statutes.

Section 166.231, Florida Statutes, authorizes a municipality to levy a tax on the purchase of
electricity, metered natural gas, natural liquefied petroleum gas either metered or bottled,
manufactured gas either metered or bottled, and water service.[1] The tax may be levied only
upon purchases within the municipality and may not exceed 10 percent of the payments
received by the seller of the taxable item from the purchaser for the purchase of such service.[2]
As a charter county, Palm Beach County may levy any tax that a municipality may impose,
including the public service tax.[3] You have advised this office that the county's public service
tax on bottled natural liquefied petroleum gas retail sales in the county's unincorporated areas is
contained in Chapter 17, Article VI, of the Palm Beach County Code.

Section 166.231(4)(a), Florida Statutes, provides:

"The purchase of natural gas, manufactured gas, or fuel oil by a public or private utility, either for
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resale or for use as fuel in the generation of electricity, or the purchase of fuel oil or kerosene for
use as an aircraft engine fuel or propellant or for use in internal combustion engines is exempt
from taxation hereunder."

According to your letter, some retail sellers are reading the above exemption as providing that
the "purchase of natural gas . . . for use in internal combustion engines is exempt from taxation"
under section 166.231, Florida Statutes. You question such a reading of the statute and note
that exemptions from taxation are to be strictly construed.[4]

It is a general rule of statutory construction that ordinary rules of grammar and punctuation are to
be used in determining construction of a statute. The Legislature is presumed to know the
meaning of words and rules of grammar and thus the Legislature's intent may be ascertained by
giving the generally accepted construction not only to the phraseology of an act but also to the
manner in which it is punctuated.[5] Moreover, under the doctrine of last antecedent, relative and
qualifying words, phrases, and clauses are to be applied to the words or phrases immediately
preceding and not to be construed as extending to or including others more remote.[6]

In providing for the exemptions from the public service tax, section 166.231(4)(a), Florida
Statutes, refers to the purchase of natural gas, manufactured gas, or fuel oil by a public or
private utility, either for resale or for use as fuel in the generation of electricity. Separated by an
"or,"[7] the statute also refers to the purchase of fuel oil or kerosene for use as an aircraft engine
fuel or propellant or for use in internal combustion engines. Consideration of the grammatical
construction of the statute leads this office to conclude that the exemption for the purchase of
natural gas is qualified by the phrase "by a public or private utility, either for resale or for use as
fuel in the generation of electricity" whereas the reference to use in internal combustion engines
refers to the sale of fuel oil or kerosene.

Such a construction is also consistent with the doctrine of last antecedent discussed above.
Under the "doctrine of the last antecedent,” providing that relative and qualifying words, phrases,
and clauses are to be applied to immediately preceding words and phrases rather than
extending to or including others more remote, the placement of the exception for "use in internal
combustion engines" suggests that the exception applies to records of "the sale of fuel oil or
kerosene" and does not extend to the "purchase of natural gas, manufactured gas, or fuel oil by
a public or private utility."

Accordingly, | am of the opinion that section 166.231(4)(a), Florida Statutes, does not provide an
exemption from the public service tax imposed by the charter county on the retail sale of bottled
natural liquefied petroleum gas used to power forklifts.

Sincerely,

Charlie Crist
Attorney General
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