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HON. KEVIN R. HARDWICK

ERIE COUNTY COMPTROLLER'’S OFFICE
DIVISION OF AUDIT & CONTROL

95 FRANKLIN STREET

BUFFALO, NEW YORK 14202

March 25, 2025

Erie County Legislature
92 Franklin Street, Fourth Floor
Buffalo, New York 14202

Dear Honorable Members:

In 2023, the Erie County Comptroller's Office, Division of Audit & Control initiated a regular Monitoring
Program of Erie County Cultural Funding Grants. The Erie County Cultural Funding program provides annual
grants to non-profit arts and cultural organizations operating within the County. County funds are intended to
be limited in their use to current operating expenses including salaries, program costs, fringe benefits, rents,
utilities, office supplies, and equipment. Grant funds may not be used for or applied towards capital projects
or physical improvements of buildings or facilities, nor as a revenue offset against accounts receivable. No
funds received shall be used for any services provided or activities performed outside Erie County. The
County’s Department of Environment and Planning executes contracts with organizations and is the primary
agency charged with monitoring.

Objective

The objective of the Cultural Funding Monitoring Program is to verify that the recipients have utilized County
funds according to the terms and conditions associated with the Erie County Cultural Funding grant process
and the recipient's contract with the County. In order to verify the proper use of the grant award, a number of
agencies were selected in order to review their expenses and financial records.

Scope and Methodology

Approximately 120 different organizations receive funding annually from Erie County. The Comptroller’s
Cultural Funding Grant Monitoring Program is intended to review organizations that received a minimum of
$5,000 in funding during any of the three prior years. Approximately 80 agencies were identified as receiving
$5,000 or more in grant funding. The list of recipient organizations was split into two groups of approximately
40 agencies. The first batch of letters announcing the commencement of a review was sent to the selected
non-profit organizations during mid-February 2023, and a second batch was sent in early October 2023. The
review of all agencies is expected to be completed by July 31, 2025.

2023 - 2024 Program

During the interview phase, the Auditor identifies use of funding to narrow down the expenses to be verified.
Atable of agencies which meet the criteria for review along with the amount of grant awards can be found on
the following page.

COMM. 7E-5
Page 2 of 5




Monitoring Program — Phase | Monitoring Program — Phase Il

7 Al ray i AR TAY r1as -
VENDOE "ﬁﬂyﬂ uim ApPEOEEATAY - e - | ﬁ.’v.l.l.f [ AR oy 1AXrAs
Al

ALy APFROPRIATION B o [2YEAR 2008

Enlightenment Literary Arts Center &
517125 Dog Ears Bookstore
518004 African American Cuttural Center
512012 AlleywayTheawe
S1B015 Ametica Leghon Band of

L0000 5 15900000
§ s5700000 5 41700000 |
518017 Amherst Qrchestra
‘518019 Arts Services Initiative of WNY Inc
518028 Bailet Artists O WNY (Neglial

Buffato Arts Studio (Arts Studio of

$18040 Western Nea fock, tnc) IWiss 5 3MOO000 5 4550000
518044 3uflalo inner City Bailer (o, [ne

s
5 : s
5! § 5930000 $ 50,000
S 550 5 7HO®

ey
518113 Hull House Foundation
lJewlsh Community Centes Cultural
(18IS {fewiah Cur of Grewter Suff) NS 1350000 5
08577 S R0 5
O3S S

S18136 wish Classica] Thessrs Compary.
SH134 DTovnite Coliege Eamaoty Tneate:

18160 Springwille Certer For The Ans MI 3 0
BIEL Squenty Wheel 108513 5 150000000
{‘ s:mJ R - 17T 5 &R0 5
318172 Thsodete Rocseveit inaugbrl Site fraanss BT RO
Z18176 Ujima Commpary SI002 Hgtfale Opers d lneorperated m‘l 1300005 N
515160 Woatern Wew Tork Anists Group e E MO WML WA ;ﬂ:; ; A0 : ,ﬂ'm
SIBLEL WHY Book Arts Collnborative, ine Sis s i3mm b 1550
518182 Young Audiences Gt WY TR ”‘mw T

515196 Buffalo Nisgam Henmage Village: fee Ciun S08 Bed Biarer

STB200 Michigan Str African Amer Heritage SIEIE) Mers (homas 165 3 B00OCD 5 190060 5 60000
536201 General Fulazii ASSocinbon 1621 Butrarh Centes 166 S 0d Technatogy 107 5 awoms 5 1e000 4 7400
518004 Biighion P i S1234 Cneexiamaga Histesical AsicOnticn L3 3300 5 MO0 5 £
U1 Hizpanie Heritage Council et Wi I Second Generation Thea . 16957 5 2@000 § 10M000 5 300000

Binck Rock Historal Sotiety 81ack S1RI% Steet Mant Muteun of Westen ew Yan W70 5 20000 5 280000 5 Soodd
SYBI6 Fock-Riversiie A11inne) STAHY Alden Christiah Thesses Society a8 5 000000 5. §  3gom
S18283 Centio Culturnle Hilisna di Blitale SIRL3L Clarence Eencen Adsscanon FLILEEE ST EN ]
18545 Zouth Bu You Dig Clorenge Wil tsonaal Soc of the

ey 1067 § 5

BEST PRACTICES

Over the course of the Monitoring Program, the Division of Audit found a number of problematic practices
and questionable expense categories on a recurring basis. In order to address issues pertaining to a large
number of organizations, certain generally applicable best practices and recommendations are included here.

Alcohol

Several organizations used or appeared to use CGF funds to obtain alcohol. While the Division of Audit does
not recommend that CGF awards be made contingent on the absence of alcohol from events hosted by the
organization, alcohol should not be purchased with CGF funds. The Division of Audit found dozens of alcohol
purchases that appeared to be personal in nature and several more which likely violated NYS Alcoholic
Beverage Control Laws. Furthermore, the NYS Comptroller has long held that alcohol is not a *lawful county
charge”, meaning that government officials and employees may not use taxpayer funds to purchase alcohol.
The Division of Audit sees no reason that organizations receiving taxpayer funds should be treated differently.

Debit Cards

Credit cards, particularly with smaller organizations, can provide a critical layer of expense control. The
Division of Audit found a large quantity of small-dollar expenses at several organizations appearing personal
in nature. If a debit card is used, the money is gone by the time statements are typically reviewed, while a
credit card bill often needs to be paid and approved by the organization’s board of directors.

Alternate Funding Sources and Segregation of Accounts
Organizations may have several sources of governmental or philanthropic funding. One way to ensure that
CGF funds go farthest is to tailor awards to the needs of the organization. Such an assessment would require
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applicants to provide certain financial documents covering prior years and a disclosure of current year funding
applications. Furthermore, accounts received from Erie County should not be comingled with the other funds
of the organization. Having source information upfront and requiring the segregation of accounts substantially
decreases the likelihood of wasted CGF funds.

HAMBURG NATUAL HISTORY SOCIETY, INC.
Background
The Hamburg Natural History Society (HNHS) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization founded in 1993 to
facilitate preservation of the former Penn Dixie Cement Corporation quarry located in Hamburg, New York,
which would otherwise have been turned into a landfill. The stated mission of the organization is to promote
the hands-on study of natural sciences, including geology, astronomy, and ecology through the operation of
the Penn Dixie Fossil Park and Nature Reserve.

HNHS received $98,314 in Cultural Grant Funding (CGF) for the year 2020 and $96,314 for the years 2021
and 2022. The grant award received for the year 2020 was $2,000 over the Executive recommendation.

Auditor’s Observations

HNHS acquired the former Penn Dixie Cement Corporation quarry in January 1995 after the Town of
Hamburg purchased and deeded a significant portion of the land to the organization. As part of the
agreement, HNHS was responsible for clearing decades of illegally dumped waste and maintaining the site
as an educational resource. Today, the Penn Dixie Fossil Park and Nature Reserve is recognized as a globally
significant geological site, drawing tens of thousands of visitors eager to discover and collect fossils from a
380-million-year-old shallow ocean environment.

During the years under review, government grants and contributions served as the primary source of revenue
for HNHS, making up a substantial portion of its annual income. Programming and educational events
represented the second-largest revenue stream, with additional funds generated through fundraising efforts.
HNHS also supplemented its income by renting its facilities for private events, such as birthday parties.

The Covid-19 pandemic temporarily disrupted HNHS operations during its 25th season, requiring a short-
term closure. However, as an outdoor site, it was able to reopen under limited occupancy in June 2020.
Administrative functions continued remotely, and reserve funding helped the organization avoid layoffs.
Additionally, pandemic-related economic assistance enabled HNHS to expand employment opportunities by
hiring additional staff for that season.

The organization's primary operating expenses include wages and salaries, programming expenses such as
supplies and annual site re-opening groundwork. Other operating expenses incurred by the organization for
the years under review include office space and equipment rental costs, office expenses, site repair and
travel expenses.

Auditor’s Conclusion

During the grant monitoring review, HNHS successfully provided the Auditor with sufficient documentation to
substantiate its use of CGF awards for the years under review. The CGF funds received were allocated
toward wage and salary expenses, as well as programming costs, including chisels, collection bags, and
other light excavation equipment.
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To verify expenditures and the use of CGF funds, HNHS submitted bank statements, credit card statements,
tax return documents, invoices, and payroll records. The review confirmed that the organization's wage
expenses exceeded the amount of CGF funding awarded by the County for each year under review.

As part of the financial review, the Auditor identified a series of atypical food and beverage expenses. While
some of these expenses were determined to have a programming-related business purpose, others lacked
clear justification. Under §162 of the Intemal Revenue Code (IRC), deductible business expenses must be
both ordinary and necessary. Although such expenditures may contribute to employee morale, they may not
qualify as necessary for tax purposes or income production.

HNHS currently has a Board of Directors consisting of 12 members, with directors limited to two consecutive
three-year terms. Officers must step down for at least one year before becoming eligible to serve again. The
organization confirmed that the Board plays a key role in internal controls, overseeing expenses, approving
large purchases, and reviewing IRS Form 990 before filing. Multiple Board members have bank account
access, and HNHS has implemented a purchase and reimbursement policy as part of its financial
management practices.

At the conclusion of the grant review, the Auditor determined that HNHS was fully compliant with all filing
requirements, including IRS Form 990, New York State Form CHARS500, and all necessary information return
documents
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