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HON. KEVIN R. HARDWICK

ERIE COUNTY COMPTROLLER’S OFFICE
DIVISION OF AUDIT & CONTROL

95 FRANKLIN STREET

BUFFALO, NEW YORK 14202

December 19, 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 December 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.
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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, 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
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.
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AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURAL CENTER

BACKGROUND

The African American Cultural Center (AACC), a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization established in 1958, is
committed to fostering an appreciation for African and African American heritage. Its mission is to preserve and
advance the history, art, and culture of the African Diaspora, serving as a hub for cultural exchange where
communities engage, collaborate, and grow.

AACC has received Cultural Grant Funding (CGF) from Erie County in the following amounts:
e $275,450 in 2020 (including $90,000 above the executive recommendation)
o $311,950 in 2021 (including $126,500 above the executive recommendation)
e $200,000 in 2022

AUDITOR’S OBSERVATIONS

AACC is a multifaceted educational and cultural institution that has had a transformative impact on the region.
Its primary programmatic component is the Dance and Drums Performance Company. Additionally, AACC
offers a multidisciplinary After-School Enrichment Program, the Jumpin' Jambalaya Summer Program, operates
the Paul Robeson Theatre, and organizes the annual Pine Grill Jazz Reunion.

For the years under review, grants, along with contributions, and donations constitute the organization's primary
source of revenue. Based on data from the organization's tax return, income generated from programming
activities and events represents the second-largest revenue stream. The organization also generates additional
revenue through other miscellaneous activities and events.

The COVID-19 pandemic led to the temporary closure of AACC and the suspension of all in-person
programming and events. However, AACC adapted by offering virtual theatre productions and a virtual Pine
Grill Jazz Reunion. Additionally, the Dance and Drums Performance Company performed outdoors during the
Juneteenth celebration. Details regarding the impact of the pandemic on staff were not available during the
grant review process. AACC also received economic relief through the federal Paycheck Protection Program
(PPP).

Information from the organization's federal tax return indicates that major expenses include salaries and wages,
accounting fees, office expenses, occupancy costs, and other miscellaneous expenditures. Based on
information provided by AACC, County Cultural Grant Funds were allocated to support the Kakilambe Dance
and Drum Company, the Paul Robeson Theatre, and educational enrichment programs, both in the summer
and after school.

AUDITOR’S CONCLUSIONS

During the grant monitoring review, the Auditor was not provided with the required financial and administrative
documentation for any of the years under review, other than Form 990. The organization was unable to provide
the Auditor with essential documents, including bank statements, credit card statements, payroll
documentation, information return documents, accounting records, or financial statements. AACC's leadership
stated that these records were inaccessible due to inadequate record-keeping practices and alleged pilfering
by former staff and Board members. As a result, the Auditor could not verify the accuracy, completeness, or
allowability of the information reported to federal, state, and local entities. Furthermore, AACC was found to be
non-compliant with both the grant review process and the Cultural Service Contract.
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The Auditor identified significant internal control deficiencies related to procurement, reimbursements,
operations, and overall financial management of AACC during the review period. Key findings include:

o Lack of a formal procurement policy: Reimbursements were processed without independent review or
approval.

e [nadequate segregation of duties: The same individuals were responsible for collections, preparing
deposits, processing reimbursements, and posting entries to the general ledger.

e Absence of checks and balances: The Executive Director and/or Board Chair reviewed, approved, and
submitted invoices, eliminating critical oversight functions.

During the review period, the Auditor observed Board members engaging in operational tasks, including website
management, reception duties, clerical work, and administrative support responsibilities typically outside the
scope of proper board governance. This involvement suggests underlying organizational weaknesses.

Moreover, the Auditor identified multiple bank accounts and financial platforms with access restricted to a
limited number of individuals, which hindered oversight and accountability. Limited board documentation
revealed practices related to cash deposits, management of funds for pass-through entities, legal disputes, and
potential embezzlement that raise concerns about the integrity of AACC's financial management.

The Auditor also discovered that funding requests made by AACC did not comply with the guidelines
established in the cultural grant application. According to the Erie County Department of Environment and
Planning, CGF requests should not exceed 20% of an organization’s most recently completed fiscal year
operating expenses. The Auditor found that AACC's CGF requests and awards exceeded the allowable
threshold in each year under review.

AACC'’s reported operating expenses were:
o $215,623 in 2020
o $340,591 in 2021
o $536,150 in 2022

Based on the 20% limitation, the allowable CGF requests would have been:
o $43,125in 2020
e $68,118 in 2021
e $107,230in 2022

However, AACC received(these amounts do not include legislative funding)
o $185,450 in 2020
e $185,450 in 2021
o $200,000 in 2022

These amounts substantially exceeded the permitted threshold, resulting in non-compliance with the CGF
limitations.

Furthermore, AACC was unable to provide documentation substantiating the use or allocation of the Cultural
Grant Funds for the years under review. Current leadership and board members were unaware of the specific
amounts awarded or how the funds were utilized. As a result, AACC is also not in compliance with the grant
agreement requirements or with generally accepted nonprofit financial accountability standards. The lack of
supporting records increases the risk of undetected errars, irregularities, and/or noncompliance.
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AACC's current leadership reported that they lack access to the organization's former bank accounts and
historical financial records, preventing them from explaining how County funds were received, managed, or
expended during the review periods.

During a site visit and interviews with new leadership, the Auditor was informed of circumstances suggesting
potential misappropriation of funds under the prior administration. Checks were allegedly issued directly to
former board members or staff who exercised financial control at the time. Combined with the lack of
segregation of duties, the absence of procurement policies, and missing expenditure documentation, these
conditions significantly increase the risk of fraud, waste, or abuse.

Public records indicate that AACC also received funding from the City of Buffalo, New York State arts agencies,
and other private and public grant makers. In 2020, total grant revenue exceeded AACC's reported operating
expenses. However, due to the absence of transaction-level records, the Auditor could not confirm how these
funds were used or whether they complied with donor restrictions.

Additionally, AACC was unable to secure funding from Erie County for the prior and current grant periods due
to the untimely filing of federal tax returns. The Auditor advised that timely filing of tax returns is essential for
non-profit organizations to maintain tax-exempt status.

The Auditor also determined that AACC was not in compliance with the timely filing of tax returns and
information return documentation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Given the significant overfunding, the lack of substantiated expenditures, and the failure to return surplus funds
as required, the Auditor strongly recommends that AACC refund the surplus amount to Erie County as outlined
in Section 10 of the grant agreement. The refunded amount should reflect the difference between the funds
received and the organization's allowable operating expenses under the contract terms. Based on these terms,
AACC would have been entitled to $218,473; therefore, the overage of $352,427 should be returned to the
County.

Additionally, due to the severity of the internal control deficiencies, the absence of reliable historical financial
records, and indications of potential misappropriation of funds under prior leadership, the Auditor further
recommends that:

1) Erie County refer this matter to local law enforcement for evaluation of potential criminal misconduct;
and

2) A formal complaint be submitted to the New York State Attorney General’s Charities Bureau for review
of potential violations of nonprofit governance requirements, fiduciary duties, and regulations governing
charitable assets.

These actions are necessary to ensure full accountability for prior conduct, safeguard public funds, and protect
the integrity and future operations of the organization.
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