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HON. KEVIN R. HARDWICK

ERIE COUNTY COMPTROLLER’S OFFICE
DIVISION OF AUDIT & CONTROL

95 FRANKLIN STREET

BUFFALO, NEW YORK 14202

June 9,2025

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 grantprocess and
the recipient's contract with the County. In orderto verify the proper use of the grantaward, 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 grantfunding. The list of recipientorganizations was splitinto 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. A
table of agencies which meet the criteria for review along with the amount of grant awards can be found on the
following page.

1Paye

COMM. 12E-14
Page 2 of 5




Monitoring Program — Phase |l

Entizhtenment Literary 2ms Ceater & 317533 3u*a’o Cimsted Parks Jcnserancy I G FLHOO0 & 2S3LIC § 3520C 6
517125 Dog Ears 3ockstore 152133 § 28 3000C S 2ECOT S 356006 518008 Albnght-Knox Art Gallery I0EFGT 3 STRO0000 S 57500000 § 675.00000
518004 Afnican Amencan Cultural Centzr 112604 § 27545000 S 311950040 S 200,000 00 518009 Aibright Kags Pugic 3 Turatar MIId 3 snong o330 4
513012 Atleyway Theawe 10930 & 33000 5 §50610 5 11,00000 318025TAssembly House LGINE 100000 5 572-16.500 00
518016 Amercan Legicn Band of 100379 S 750000 $ 750000 S 4500000 313C3+ 3u*ala & Ere Jcunty cran ca: Garaen b= I3 imoooof § O 1150003C 5 15Gi0coC
513017 Amherst Symphony Crchesra 106275 5 3250000 S 26750L0 S 872000 218030 :""""::"‘“’"“‘““‘“' Sadey WETN). S STENED. 5 - H67.000 0025 317,000 00
TR = s T e 0000 = =5 utala & Erle County Naval & Serncemans
512028 E::E' etk :"7‘:; i 2 %0 00 z fg‘gzo‘; : 30’“"(::: 318C52 Park 119335 3 35AGIC & 5CCC & 30.2CC 20
ARy =3 2 = = 3 518060 Buffala Phitharmonic Orch Society 101032 § 92600000 § 92600000 % 95000000
8ufalo Ants Studio (Ares Studio of 513061 3ualo Prstharmen ¢ Cherus 5 3 3330CCC § 33000C § 3530
518040 Westemn New York, Inc) 101244 5 JB00000 I 4550000 5 3300000 518064 BuMalo Socrety Natural Sciences 95500000 § 95500000 § $55.00000
51362% 3uffalo innee Tty 3altst S, s 103357 S 27,XGOC § InCE00 5 1720090 513063 3-ato String Werks, InC 3sta%c § sC™ b 525530
518050 Bufralo MusicHzll of Fame 113142 § 450000 5 5 350000 518068 Burchfield Penney Art Center 5 15500000 % 160,000 00
312051 Jut*a @ Henrage Carcuse 157829 § 30000 5 30000 3 IO0QiC 513C72 Center ‘or Expreratery 3nd Percepty 554000 & 6300000
518074 Calored Musiaians Club 120377 § 500000 5 518082 Danceah) iy 5 5
31305 El Mus=n Gaitery 1e336 S 1238600 5 RSO0 5 1100060 518055 Eapicre & Mere Chilgren s Museum
518104 Graychif Conservancy 103197 $ §9,20000 5 518108 Hallwalls Contemporary Arts Center 5
515113 Pui i House Foundat:cn 123273 § 1537500 5 SATREO0 3 518112 Hambi nistSccenPann Duae
lawish Cammumity C2nter Cutrural Thearre Company 0 5 w s 1
513119 Yewish Ctr of Grealer 3uff) 111239 5 1350000 % e Lagneky fhEasst T T
e 5 e - 518128 Lancaster Gpera Mouse 111681 5 45
513120 _ust Buffaic Litaracy Sentar 102577 3 7A10000 £ — E Rl T
3191<C Mus cai‘are Thean ICSICE 3 £15257C 5 31525 ]
518132 Locust St Neighborhaod Art Classes 1 S 2925000 § T e e 0932 5
513136 Matin Acuse Restoianen 162363 § 17550630 51 S Loaiiess i icb20 Rraatctens =
518139 Mustc (s A1t 139615 S 4800000 5 518152 Royraft Campus Coorparation
51314 Poiish Ars Civb OF 2uale in 106132 5 70000 513156 Shakescears In The Fark

518147 Presendation Buffal 1agar 147508 S 461500 § 518168 Thearre Of Youth

313173 Tem Space Theaze

513160 Spnnguile Center For The A1s 11322 § 3030300 §

518164 Squeaky Wheel 101268 § 2092000 % 518188 Zoological Socvery Of Butfalo
513 2cdorz Reosevert Inaugural Se 196552 5 3232000 § 33336 513155 Crchard Park Symohony Crchestsa
518 ma Company 101047 $ 8300000 S Uniimsted Incarpented
15 stern Hew Youk 2mists Group 108165 5 62750 5§ $13205 Suftaloeierants Fuliic Med a WHES/NEFC
Y Collabarative, Inc 135959 $ 364000 § 518205 Checktoweaga Comm Symphony Crchestra
< Gty 151 5 1650056 5 512209 Mewestean = §7arcal scciaty

518213 0'Connetl & Company Froducuons
Amnersthia‘e Glee Jub dEa ed 3 azer

151996 § 1850000 %
152573 § 1300 %

512218 Men s Cherus E2CC 0

103050 5 1000000 % 518221 Bulfalo Center for Arts and Technatogy 750000

512202-3r.ghtan Place. Inc 156165 5 10XGLC 3 e hzowaga mastorical 235 i

518211 Hrspanic H Council of WNY 159305 5 1200000 5 Sestnd Getieranion Thessy Company 5,000 00

Bisck Rock al Seceany 1Z13ck Sreel JELIN ICW0

512216 Rock vz ance 176353 5 23CCI0 5 75000 & 1XCK 518503 Arden 3.60000

518233 Centro Culturale Italianc di Butfala 167500 § 2500000 5 000000 £ 1500000 518512 Tlatence Concer 255ociaTan 520
513529 South 2uifaic lrish Ze silan ¥ou D 113¢<) §  187660C 5 1500000 § 15200 Clarence Museum [Histonical Sc¢ of the

13556 et Pesrire DI The Foundey 168005 § 300000 § - § 500000 514515 Tovin of Clarence; 113067 S 550000 S 3 1600600

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 appearing personal in nature. If a debit card is used, the
money is gone by the time statements are typically reviewed, whilea 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 notbe 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.

ROAD LESS TRAVELED PRODUCTION, LTD.
BACKGROUND
Road Less Traveled Productions Limited (RLTP) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization established in 2003 for
the stated purpose of challenging audiences through provocative storytelling and passionate artistry. ‘The
mission of RLTP is to develop the canon of contemporary voices through the production of new and notable
works by regional and national playwrights, thereby creating unforgettable live theater experiences that bring
value to the lives of participants and community members.

RLTP received the following Cultural Grant Funding (CGF) awards:
e 2020:$63,500- award exceeded the Executive recommendation by $8,500
e 2021:$63,500- award exceeded the Executive recommendation by $8,500
e 2022:$67,000- award exceeded the Executive recommendation by $8,500

In addition, RLTP received a Capital Improvement Grant from the County of Erie in the amount of $179,713 for
auditorium-related renovations. This Capital Grant falls outside the scope of this review.

AUDITOR’S OBSERVATIONS '

RLTP was established to serve as a theater company where diversity of opinion, culture, and representation is
core fo its brand. Initially operating out of the New Phoenix Theater, RLTP moved into the recently renovated
Market Arcade Film & Arts Center in 2006, and later to the former Forbes Theater on Pearl Street. It currently
operates in a newly constructed, state-of-the-art theater venue at 456 Main Street in downtown Buffalo. RLTP
consistently stages productions at Shea’s 710 Theatre and is a member of the National New Play Network.

RLTP's core programs include the RLTP Ensemble, Buffalo's Own, the American Theatre Masters Series, and
the Bridge Program. The Ensemble is a representative group composed of a cross-section of theater personnel
who help guide the organization. Buffalo’s Own has a similar purpose, with an emphasis on engaging Buffalo-
born talent and building a national network of Buffalo-affiliated artists. The Masters Series aims to create a
pipeline of nationally recognized artists to collaborate with RLTP. The Bridge Program supports the educational
component of RLTP by offering a 16-week immersive internship experience specifically for individuals of color
aspiring to a career in theater.

For the period under review, RLTP’s primary.source of revenue was grants, contributions, and donations, which
accounted for approximately two-thirds of total income. Programming, admissions, memberships, and guest
services generated about 30%, making them the second-largestrevenue stream. Additionalincome was derived
from mission-related activities, including ticket sales, Blue Card memberships, bar sales, and investments.
Fundraising initiatives—such asthe Buffalo Stories series and the Buy-a-Seat campaign, which offers individuals
the opportunity to dedicate a theater seat—also contributed to overall revenue.

RLTP's operations were significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in a shutdown from March
2020 through October 2021 due to restrictions on in-person gatherings. During this time, the organization
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maintained administrative functions remotely, advanced infrastructure projects, and actively searched out
additional space for set storage and rehearsals. Although live productions were canceled or postponed, RLTP
adapted by producing a series of live-streamed radio plays and virtual performances. While revenue declined
during this period, the organization offset most losses through pandemic-related economic relief, including New
York State grants, foundation support, and federal Payroll Protection Program (PPP) funding. As a result, RLTP
maintained a positive budget balance throughout the pandemic.

RLTP’s primary operating expenses included salaries and wages, occupancy costs, advertising, insurance,
accounting fees, set construction, confract services, and supplies. Awards received from CGF were specifically
allocated to support salaries and occupancy expenses.

AUDITOR’S CONCLUSIONS

During the grant monitoring review process, RLTP provided the Auditor with adequate documentation
substantiating the use of CGF awards for each year under review. Documentation included IRS Form 990s, bank
records, and electronic financial records. The organization's operating expenses exceeded the amount of CGF
awarded by the County for each of the years reviewed.

A review of executive salaries indicated that the executive team received a 5% salary increase in 2021, with no
further increase in the following fiscal year. This aligns with the national average annual increase of 3%-5%.
The Auditor noted a substantial amount of travel-related expenses for one member of the executive staff;
however, these expenses were substantiated as part of educational development supported by a fellowship
grant.

RLTP's Board of Directors currently consists of 11 members. Officer terms are structured as three-year terms,
with a limit of four terms (maximum of 10 years), after which a two-year hiatus is required. The organization
affirmed that the Board is part of the internal control system and is responsible for reviewing and approving IRS
Form 990 priorto its filing. A review of Board meeting minutes indicated that while the Board engages in financial
discussions and provides strategic insight, most day-to-day financial decisions are made by the Executive and
Managing Directors.

The Auditor identified a series of corporate gifts provided to guests, Board members, and volunteers during the
years under review. The value of some of these gifts exceeded the threshold stipulated under Internal Revenue
Code (IRC) § 274-3(a), which states that “no deduction shall be allowed under section 162 or 212 for any
expenise for a gift made directly or indirectly by a taxpayer to any individual to the extent that such expense,
when added to prior expenses of the taxpayer for gifts made to such individual during the taxpayer's taxable
year, exceeds $25."

At the conclusion of the grant review, the Auditor determined that RLTP was in compliance with filing
requirements for IRS Form 990 and New York State Form CHAR500 for the years 2020, 2021, and 2022. The
organization was also found to be in compliance with other relevant federal and state obligations during the
period under review.
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