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Division of State Government Accountability

State of New York
Office of the State Comptroller

August 18, 2010

Ms. Gladys Carrion, Esq.
Commissioner 
Office of Children and Family Services 
52 Washington Street 
Rensselaer, NY 12144

Dear Ms. Carrion:  

The Office of the State Comptroller is committed to helping State agencies, public authorities 
and local government agencies manage government resources efficiently and effectively and, by 
so doing, providing accountability for tax dollars spent to support government operations.  The 
Comptroller oversees the fiscal affairs of State agencies, public authorities and local government 
agencies, as well as their compliance with relevant statutes and their observance of good business 
practices.  This fiscal oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify 
opportunities for improving operations.  Audits can also identify strategies for reducing costs and 
strengthening controls that are intended to safeguard assets. 

Following is a report of our audit of the Office of Children and Family Services’ Adoption Subsidy 
Program.  This audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority under Article V, 
Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article II, Section 8 of the State Finance Law. 

This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for you to use in effectively managing 
your operations and in meeting the expectations of taxpayers.  If you have any questions about this 
report, please feel free to contact us.

Respectfully submitted,

Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability

Authority Letter
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State of New York
Office of the State Comptroller

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Audit Objective 
Our objective was to determine whether adoption subsidy payments to adoptive parents were 
supported and in compliance with governing regulations.

Audit Results - Summary

The Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) oversees New York State’s child welfare 
system, including the Adoption Subsidy Program (Program). The purpose of the Program is to 
locate and maintain stable and permanent alternative homes for hard-to-place and handicapped 
foster children. The OCFS Adoption Services Bureau (Adoption Services) oversees the activities 
of the 58 county social services districts which administer the Program including entering into 
adoption subsidy agreements with adoptive parents and issuing actual subsidy payments to these 
parents.

New York State Social Services Law (Law) provides for adoption subsidy payments (payments) 
to adoptive parents of hard-to-place or handicapped children.  Payments are made on a monthly 
basis to help the adoptive parent provide a safe and healthy environment for the child.  Payments 
are to cease when either the child reaches the age of 21; the adoptive parent is no longer legally 
responsible for the support of the child; or the child is no longer receiving any support from the 
adoptive parent.  

We reviewed a sample of adoption subsidy agreements and payments and concluded that payments 
were supported and were in compliance with governing regulations when children were placed in 
the Program.  However, we also found $214,593 in payments that appear to be inappropriate and 
may be recoverable.  Of this amount, $180,783 was paid to provide support for 25 children who 
are reported as being deceased per various government records.  OCFS stopped payments for 21 of 
the 25 children. If subsidy payments are inappropriate for the remaining four children, they should 
be discontinued immediately to prevent another $423,880 in payments from being made to these 
parents until their respective children would have attained the age of 21.  

We also found $33,360 paid to one household after the adopted person had turned 21 years old as 
a result of incorrect date of birth information.  If payments continue to this household, the parents 
will inappropriately receive an additional $55,041 based on the incorrect date of birth.

Executive Summary
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We also found that OCFS needs to improve its monitoring efforts to ensure that ongoing subsidy 
payments, once initiated, are appropriate.  OCFS officials agree with our recommendations and 
note that they have already begun to implement them.
 
Our audit report contains two recommendations.

This report, dated August 18, 2010, is available on our web site at: http://www.osc.state.ny.us
Add or update your mailing list address by contacting us at: (518) 474-3271 or
Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
110 State Street, 11th Floor
Albany, NY 12236
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Introduction

The Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) was established 
in 1998 to promote the well-being and safety of children, families and 
communities and to oversee the State’s child welfare system. For example, 
OCFS oversees the Adoption Subsidy Program (Program). The goal of the 
Program is to locate and maintain stable and permanent alternative homes 
for hard-to-place and handicapped foster children. Under New York State 
Social Services Law (Law), the Program includes subsidy payments to assist 
adoptive parents in the care and support of these children. The Adoption 
Subsidy Bureau (Adoption Services) is the unit within OCFS that oversees 
the Program. The Program is administered by local social service districts 
(Districts).

To obtain subsidy payments, the adoptive parent(s) must enter into an 
adoption subsidy agreement (agreement) with a District, or a voluntary 
authorized agency (i.e. a not-for-profit agency that provides foster care 
services). The agreement contains Program eligibility criteria, medical 
documentation and historical information to support that a child is hard-
to-place or handicapped.  The agreement also identifies the amount of the 
subsidy payment. 

The amount of the monthly payment depends on whether the child’s 
handicap and/or placement history is classified as a basic needs level, 
special needs level or exceptional needs level. For example, from October 
1, 2006 through March 31, 2007, the maximum monthly subsidy payment 
amount was $493 for basic needs children, $1,080 for special needs children 
and $1,637 for exceptional needs children. For the period April 1, 2008 
through June 30, 2008, the maximum monthly subsidy payment amount 
was $709 for basic needs children, $1,140 for special needs children and 
$1,729 for exceptional needs children. If a District chooses to pay adoptive 
parents a monthly subsidy exceeding the established maximums, it will not 
receive reimbursement from the State for the excess amount. The subsidy 
payments continue until the child’s 21st birthday unless the adoptive parent 
is no longer legally responsible for the support of the child, or is no longer 
providing any support to the child.  

In addition to monthly subsidy payments, the Program provides for a one-
time payment of up to $2,000 per adopted child for non-recurring expenses 
involved in the adoption process, such as legal and medical costs. For 
the period January 21, 2007 through August 14, 2008, Adoption Services 
approved 3,457 requests for reimbursement of adoption expenses totaling 
$4.9 million.  

Background

Introduction
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As of December 31, 2008, the adoptive parents of 44,887 children in New 
York were receiving adoption subsidy payments. The total cost for these 
payments from January 1, 2008 through December 31, 2008 was $494.2 
million.  The federal, State and local share of these payments for this period 
was $211.6 million, $211.9 million and $70.7 million, respectively. 

District staff  use the State’s Welfare Management System to enroll children 
into the Program and the OCFS uses several databases to capture all relevant 
Program-related information, including payment agreements and personal 
identifying information about adoptive parents and children. 

Our audit determined whether adoption subsidy payments were supported 
and in compliance with governing regulations. This audit covered the period 
from January 1, 2007 through January 30, 2009. 

To accomplish our objectives, we reviewed New York State Social Services 
Law and New York Codes, Rules and Regulations.We reviewed Title IV-E 
of the Social Security Act and adoption subsidy policies and procedures. 
We also interviewed OCFS and local District officials, including New York 
City’s Administration for Children Services.  We visited the Albany and 
Onondaga District offices.

We examined a random sample of 50 out of 7,322 proposed adoption 
agreements for the period January 2, 2007 through September 4, 2008 
to determine whether the agreements were supported with all relevant 
Program data and payment approvals.  We reviewed a random sample of 
50 of the subsidy payments made to the adoptive parents of 49,859 children 
covered by the program during calendar year 2007, to determine whether the 
payments were correct based on the placement-classification of the child and 
the child’s date of birth. We also reviewed 50 randomly selected expenses 
of the 3,457 non-recurring adoption expenses for the period January 21, 
2007 through August 14, 2008, and selected an additional two expenses for 
review that reportedly exceeded the maximum payment amount of $2,000, 
to determine whether they were appropriate.

To identify deceased children whose adoptive parents were inappropriately 
receiving subsidy payments, we asked the New York State Department of 
Health (Health) to match the names of the 49,859 children in the Program to 
New York State’s computerized file of death certificates.  We also matched 
the social security numbers recorded for 11,590 placed children, to the social 
security numbers identified in the Veris Social Security Number Validation 
Services (Veris), to determine if the social security numbers for children 
placed in the program were identified by Veris as for deceased persons.

Audit Scope and 
Methodology
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We conducted our performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and 
perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit 
objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable 
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.

In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other 
constitutionally and statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of 
New York State. These include operating the State’s accounting system; 
preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State contracts, 
refunds, and other payments. In addition, the Comptroller appoints members 
to certain boards, commissions and public authorities, some of whom 
have minority voting rights. These duties may be considered management 
functions for purposes of evaluating organizational independence under 
generally accepted government auditing standards. In our opinion, these 
functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program 
performance.

The audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as 
set forth in Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article II, 
Section 8 of the State Finance Law.

A draft copy of this report was provided to OCFS officials for their review 
and comment.  Their comments were considered in preparing this final 
report and are included in their entirety at the end of the report.

Major contributors to this report include Frank Patone, Donald Geary, Todd 
Seeberger, Michael Cantwell, Thierry Demoly, Matt Luther, and Sue Gold.

Authority

Reporting 
Requirements

Contributors to 
the Report
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Audit Findings and Recommendations

We concluded that the documentation for a sample of 50 children placed in 
the Program was sufficient to support their eligibility for Program subsidy 
payments at the time of placement. However, we also found that $214,143 
of adoption subsidy was overpaid for certain children because, subsequent 
to their placement, they had deceased or had exceeded the maximum 
Program eligibility of 21 years of age. If the deaths of the children had 
not been detected and associated subsidy payments had continued until the 
children reached their 21st birthday as shown on Program records, additional 
overpayments of $423,880 would have resulted. 

Deceased Children

We provided the New York State Department of Health (Health) with a list 
of the names, dates of birth and available social security numbers for 49,859 
children whose adoptive parents received subsidy payments during calendar 
year 2007. We asked Health to match the list to their computerized file of 
death certificates. The match identified 19 children with names matching 
those who had deceased according to Health’s records. However, as of 
January 2, 2009, according to OCFS records, $125,045 of subsidy payments 
had been made to the adoptive parents subsequent to the date of death of 
the children. For example, one child reportedly died on March 4, 2006, yet 
the adoptive parents received $32,550 of subsidy payments after the date 
of death through December 7, 2007.  Another child reportedly deceased on 
January 18, 2006, yet $24,809 of subsidy payments were made after this 
date through June 1, 2007.  

It is important to note that not all of the matching names had matching social 
security numbers.  Accordingly, OCFS must follow-up to fully establish that 
the individuals we found with matching names on both records are, in fact, 
true exceptions. In this regard, it should be further noted that, as of January 
2, 2009 and subsequent to our match, subsidy payments had stopped for 17 
of the 19 children. If subsidy payments are inappropriate for the remaining 
two children, and continue until they become ineligible for the Program 
upon their 21st birthday, an additional $119,256 in potential overpayments 
would result. 

In another test, we compared the names of 11,590 children with social 
security numbers in the OCFS database to the names of children identified 
in a software product known as the Social Security Validation Services 
(Veris).  Veris is used to check the validity of social security numbers and 
to determine if a given social security number is assigned to a deceased 

Review of Subsidy 
Payments

Audit Findings and Recommendations
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person. This test yielded six more children for whom subsidy payments 
totaling $55,738 appeared to have continued after their date of death 
through September 30, 2008. Subsequently, payments stopped for four of 
the six children. If subsidy payments are inappropriate for the remaining 
two children and continue until they become ineligible for the Program 
upon their 21st birthday, an additional $304,624 in potential overpayments 
would result. 

Child Eligibility

In a test of the accuracy of date of birth information and classification 
status for 50 children placed under the Program, we noted one instance 
where the birth date of a child was incorrectly entered into the Welfare 
Management System (WMS - establishes recipient eligibility) as January 
9, 1994, when according to supporting documentation, it should have been 
January 9, 1984. As result, the subsidy payments for this child should have 
stopped as of January 2005 when the child reached age 21 but instead were 
programmed to continue for 10 additional years. As of the time of our 
audit, $33,360 had already been overpaid for this child. If the inappropriate 
payments continued until the child reached age 21 as shown in WMS, then 
an additional $55,041 of overpayments would result. 

OCFS officials stated that the accuracy of the WMS data is dependent on the 
training and supervision of District level staff who perform the data entry.  

Our findings are similar to ones included in a prior audit report to the OCFS 
(96-S-2, issued February 4, 1997). In the prior report we recommended 
that OCFS officials perform matching tests like the ones presented in 
our current audit. However, OCFS has only recently begun to act on this 
recommendation.

One - Time Payments

To receive a one-time payment for non-recurring adoption expenses, 
documentation of the legal services and/or other expenses incurred during 
the adoption process must be provided to the District or authorized agency 
within two years of the date of the final adoption decree. Documentation is 
then forwarded to Adoption Services for approval.  The District then makes 
the payments to the adoptive parents. 

To determine whether there was adequate documentation to support these 
expenses, we sampled 52 one-time payments (50 at random and two that 
reportedly exceeded the maximum amount of $2,000).  We reviewed the 
available supporting documentation maintained by Adoption Services and 
determined that all 52 of the sampled expenses had adequate support. The 
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two payments that reportedly exceeded the $2,000 limit were data input 
errors.  Also, one District (Nassau) overpaid an adoptive parent by $450. 
The expense was approved for $1,050 but the payment was made for $1,500.  
Nassau adoption officials believed this occurred because of a transposition 
error.  OCFS officials did not indicate that they would seek to recover this 
overpayment. 

Program Monitoring 

Due to privacy issues and Federal regulations, OCFS is limited in what it 
can do to verify several of the subsidy payment eligibility requirements.  For 
example, District offices prepare periodic “obligation letters” that adoptive 
parents are required to sign and submit asserting that they continue to provide 
for children placed with them; that those children continue to reside with 
them; and that those children, if school age, are actually attending school.  
OCFS is prohibited from challenging the parents’ assertions.  Further, OCFS 
cannot discontinue payments if a written assertion is not received.  
 
However, as discussed previously in this report, other tools do exist that 
OCFS could employ to ensure that placed children have not deceased while 
their parents continue to receive subsidy payments, or that incorrect dates 
of birth have been established at the District level.  In response to our draft 
report, OCFS officials inform us that OCFS staff have begun to use such 
tools.

1. Investigate all overpayments identified in our audit report and make 
appropriate recoveries.

2. Establish appropriate tools and techniques to periodically verify the 
accuracy of key eligibility data used to support subsidy payments.

Recommendations
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Agency Comments

Agency Comments
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