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LARGO—With a new municipal 
building set to open later this 
year, city leaders have ap-

proved spending up to $279,000 in tax-
payer money for hiring a real estate bro-
ker to help them sell the current city hall 
site — despite questions about whether 
the company can deliver. 

The city commission on July 15 ap-
proved a contract with CBRE Group, Inc. 
to provide advisory and brokerage ser-
vices for the sale and redevelopment of 
the 14-acre city-owned tract, once mu-
nicipal operations are moved from there 
to downtown.

The site, at 201 Highland Ave., hous-
es not only city hall but also the police 
department and its emergency oper-
ations center. The property’s sale was 
approved by voters in a referendum last 
November. City officials hope to attract a 
phased mixed-use project, which may or 
may not include the police station. 

CBRE will be paid a monthly retain-
er of $13,000 for up to 18 months, with a 
maximum of $234,000.

If the city later decides it wants CBRE 
to provide relocation services for the po-
lice department, the retainer would in-
crease to $15,500 a month, with a cap of 
$279,000.

But whether CBRE can find a qualified 
developer within the next 18 months who 
is willing to take on a 14-acre project that 
City Manager John Curp predicts is “over 
a decade away” remains to be seen.
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“If they don’t get the job done in 18 
months, we’re out $234,000,” said Com-
missioner Mike DiBrizzi, who sharply 
questioned the city’s fee structure.

He said CBRE would “make millions” in 
commission fees from selling the city’s 
real estate to a developer.

“They stand to make millions on this 
deal,” DiBrizzi said. “Easily a couple mil-
lion dollars, maybe even more, in com-
missions.”

Those developer-paid commissions 
would enable CBRE to refund the city 50 
percent of the retainer, as provided in 
the contract, said Assistant City Manag-
er Meridy Semones.

Semones said the contract was 
based on similar development agree-
ments the company entered into with 
other communities, rather than perfor-
mance-based, although the scope of 
services is broken out into specific tasks 
with deadlines.

Commissioner John Lauser offered a 
what-if scenario: 

“What happens at the end of 18 
months?” he asked. “We’ve been pay-
ing them $13,000 a month and we don’t 
have anything. There’s no developers. 
There’s no plans. We’re just out $234,000. 
Are there provisions?”

Assistant City Attorney Sarah John-
ston said the contract with CBRE has 
provisions throughout, including one al-
lowing the city to terminate the agree-
ment on 30-day notice “if we’re not hap-
py with the progression.”

If no developer is secured after 18 

months, the commission would have to 
decide whether to keep paying CBRE to 
continue the work or find someone else.

“I don’t know if they’re going to be able 
to find a developer in 18 months,” said 
DiBrizzi, who also called CBRE a “great” 
choice. “I hope they do, but they may 
not be able to. This could turn into three, 
four, $500,000, depending on how long 
it takes to find a developer for a project 
that big.”

However, Curp said he was confident 
that CBRE has too much at stake to not 
see the deal through.

“At the end of the day, they’re Real-
tors,” the city manager said. “And they 
work on commissions. And the commis-
sion incentives in the contract are signif-
icant. They, like any other Realtor, would 
not want to lose that listing.

“I’m confident that if we don’t have a 
development at the end of 18 months, 
they will continue to fall back into their 
role as a commercial Realtor and be 
incentivized by the brokerage fees that 
would come from delivering the project.”

CBRE, based in Dallas, describes itself 
on its website as a global leader in com-
mercial real estate services and invest-
ments. 

It was the most qualified of two firms 
that responded to a Request for Qualifi-
cations (RFQ) the city issued last spring, 
Semones said. 

An RFQ seeks to prequalify potential 
vendors based on their qualifications, 
experience, and ability to perform spe-
cific types of work.

“They had the best experience on 
similar types of projects,” Semones said, 
including public-private partnerships 
and property relocation services.

Commissioner Donna Holck made 
the motion to approve the contract, say-
ing it was something that needed to be 
done, whether it’s with CBRE or some 
other company.

“If this company has a good reputa-
tion and has the ability to achieve what 
we’re looking for, I’m willing to give them 
the contract,” she said.

The pact was approved 4-2, with Di-
Brizzi and Vice Mayor Curtis Holmes vot-
ing no. Mayor Woody Brown was absent.

The new city hall will occupy Horizon 
West Bay, an $85-million mixed-use 
project on West Bay Drive in downtown 
Largo. The project also will include retail 
and public spaces and a parking ga-
rage. 

The current city hall building opened 
after Largo bought the land for $4.6 mil-
lion in 1996. It has numerous issues in-
cluding upcoming costly repairs, vulner-
ability to hurricane damage and space 
limitations, officials said.

Largo officials hope to sell the 14-acre City Hall property to a developer for a mixed-use project. 
Photo from City of Largo.

The new City Hall will occupy the $85 million Horizon West Bay mixed-use project in downtown Largo. 
Rendering from City of Largo..


