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Dear Ms. Castro:

Pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Section 1, Article V, of the State
Constitution, and Section 8, Article 2, of the State Finance Law, we reviewed selected financial
management practices of the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation
(Parks) for the period January 1, 1995 through October 31, 1997.

The objective of our review was to assess the validity of several allegations made by an
anonymous complainant regarding Parks’ operating practices.  The allegations focused on the Long
Island Region’s assignment and usage of Parks housing facilities and automobile fleet vehicles, as well
as selected personnel issues.  To accomplish this objective, we interviewed Parks officials and staff,
reviewed relevant files and documents, and made physical observations of selected Parks facilities.

A. Background

The New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation administers 11
park regions, including the Long Island Region (Region), which encompasses Nassau and  Suffolk
counties.  The Region expended more than $27 million on operations during fiscal year 1997,
including $20.5 million for personal services.  Payments to seasonal employees account for
approximately one half of this amount.  
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Parks maintains 51 housing units on the Region’s park grounds, most of which are reserved
for employees whose presence help deliver a service to the public and protect Parks property.  The
Region also maintains a fleet of 73 motor vehicles for business-related travel.

In a recent audit (Report 96-S-57), issued June 24, 1997, we noted that an environment exists
in the Region that appears to provide benefits to favored individuals, and that it is important for Parks
management to ensure that public resources are used in a reasonable and cost-effective manner.  Due
to the nature of the allegations received, this review focuses on selected aspects of the operational
areas addressed in Report 96-S-57. 

B. Results of Review

We found that Parks officials need to improve the procedures they follow when they hire
individuals for non-classified positions. They also should reassess the adequacy of their current
automobile lease/purchasing practices to ensure that all necessary amenities are secured at the best
possible price.  The assignment and usage of Parks housing facilities and automobile fleet vehicles
appear to be in compliance with Parks’ policies.

The allegations received and the results of our review are as follows:

1) “The Long Island Region financed a $70,000 renovation to the Parks Commissioner’s
summer retreat at Lake Taghkanic.”

 Parks officials informed us that they only know of one occasion where the Commissioner has
utilized a cabin facility at Lake Taghkanic.  They explained that the primary purpose of her stay was
to observe park observations.  To avoid being noticed, the reservation fee was paid for with her son’s
credit card, and a copy of the receipt was provided for our review. 

We reviewed the Long Island Region’s park housing work logs and found that all renovations
and repairs financed by the Region were for housing units located within the Long Island parks.  We
also made a site visit to Lake Taghkanic to determine whether any major renovations had been made
to any particular cottage/cabin facility in that park.  We found that the Taconic Park Region had
financed a total of $75,000 to renovate a series of cabins and cottages located within that region, all
of which are available for use by the general public.  At the time of our visit, about $69,000 had
already been expended for this purpose.  However, we found no evidence that a renovation that cost
$70,000 was made to an individual housing unit as stated in the allegation.
 
Recommendation: None

2) “The original radio in the Commissioner’s State car was removed and  with a more
expensive one.”

Our review of the Region’s vehicle maintenance records showed that several radio repairs and
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enhancements have been made to the vehicle used by the Commissioner.  However, they were made
prior to her appointment.  The work orders for these repairs are supported by user complaints
regarding the quality of radio reception.  We also found that the Commissioner recently received a
1997 Ford Expedition to replace the former vehicle.  This new vehicle was already equipped with the
necessary radio equipment; there is no indication that it has been upgraded. 

Subsequent to our review, we received another anonymous call alleging that the vehicle in
which the radio was  was a Parks police vehicle sometimes used to transport the Commissioner. We
did not return to confirm this assertion. 

Recommendation: None

3) “Upon his appointment, the Region’s Deputy Commissioner was assigned a new vehicle to
which $3,000 worth of subsequent improvements were made.”

In early 1997, almost two years after his appointment, the Region’s Deputy Commissioner
was assigned a new Chevrolet Blazer which did not contain any manufacturer or dealer upgrades.
Because of reported problems with his lower back, the Region paid for several vehicle upgrades that
were suppose to make his driving more comfortable.  The additional amenities include power
windows, power door locks, tilt steering wheel, and cruise control.  The total cost for these upgrades
was approximately $3,000. 

We found that the upgrades were done, and although they do not appear extravagant, one
could argue that they were not absolutely necessary.

Recommendation:

Ensure that only necessary upgrades are made to Parks vehicles.  To achieve the potential cost
benefits of competitive bidding, the need for upgrades should be addressed at the time the vehicle is
leased or purchased.

(Parks officials agreed with our recommendation.  They added that this was an exception, not
the rule, and steps will be taken to ensure it does not occur again.)

4) “A 21-year-old female [name withheld] was hired by Regional officials at an annual salary
of $72,000, at the request of a Long Island-based political official.”

Our interview with Parks officials, and review of relevant payroll and personnel records, found
that a 29-year-old female was recently appointed to one of the Region’s exempt (non-competitive)
positions at an annual salary of $62,000 that soon increased to $64,000.  (Parks replied that this was
a result of a statewide general salary increase for all employees.)  Her job responsibilities, for which -
based on her resume - she appears to be qualified, include public relations for park activities and
special events, as well as Parks fund-raising.  We found that this position was filled without the
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benefit of public advertising or solicitation of other qualified applicants.  Thus, there is less assurance
that the best qualified person was given the job.  We note that this position has been in existence since
1992 and the new appointee’s predecessor was paid a higher salary.

Recommendation: 

Fill all vacant Parks positions, exempt or otherwise, by an open and competitive process, to
help ensure that the most qualified candidates are considered for appointment.

(Parks officials replied that “Although there is no require to advertise for exempt positions,
we did interview other potential candidates.”  Contrary to the assertion of Parks officials, we found
no evidence that the selection process included interviewing other candidates.)

5) “Approximately 60 seasonal parks patrol officers are retained for extended service each
year.”

During our recently-completed audit, we received an anonymous allegation that several
seasonal park patrol officers had been given preferential treatment by being offered extended post-
summer employment.  At that time, we found that about 60 seasonal officers are hired each year.
Approximately 15 of these are retained for extended service, without the benefit of a formal selection
process. Therefore, the basic allegation of 60 officers being retained for extended service is factually
incorrect. 

In response to our prior report, Parks officials indicated that they would formalize and
document their extended-service selection process in the future.  Since hiring for the summer of 1998
had not yet begun at the time of this writing, we are unable to confirm that they have done so.

Recommendation: None

(In response to this report, Parks officials indicated that they did provide written notice to all
seasonal police extending to them the opportunity to participate in post-season work in the fall of
1997.  However, they did not provide any documentation.  Parks officials did provide, as part of their
response, letters sent in March 1997 to several law enforcement groups for retired police officers and
State troopers, notifying them about the summer season.  These letters do not refer to extended
service.)
 
6) “A Regional official [name withheld] is assigned a State vehicle to commute with each day,
but he is not on 24-hour or emergency call.”
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This official, the Region’s Urban Parks Coordinator, is one of several employees we identified
in our prior report, whose duties and vehicle usage at the time did not warrant a permanently-assigned
State vehicle.  In response to our report, Parks officials indicated that they have given this individual
additional duties that would increase his vehicle usage and warrant the assignment of a full-time
vehicle in accordance with Parks policy.

Our current field work found that the Urban Parks Coordinator’s business-related vehicle
usage has increased somewhat since the beginning of calendar year 1997.  However, it is too soon
to determine whether his duties require him to engage in sufficient business travel to warrant a
permanently-assigned vehicle.

Recommendation: 

Monitor and document the Urban Parks Coordinator’s vehicle usage to ensure that he
warrants the permanent assignment of a State vehicle.

7) “Only 8 of the Region’s 25 park patrol vehicles are actually used for patrol.” 

According to the Region’s vehicle inventory roster, the Region currently has 32 park patrol
vehicles.  Our review of vehicle travel logs and officer assignment sheets found that all of these
vehicles are utilized during the peak summer season to patrol the Region’s 20 park facilities.  Officials
told us that the larger parks, such as Jones Beach, warrant at least two patrol vehicles.  It appears that
all patrol vehicles are used throughout the year, but they are used much less frequently during the off-
peak season.  In our opinion, these vehicle-usage trends appear reasonable, considering the nature
of park attendance and activities.

Recommendation: None

8) “A Parks secretary resides in the Oakdale Arboretum reserved for park managers and
maintenance personnel.”

Our review found that a Parks employee with some secretarial responsibilities does reside in
one of the four housing units at the Arboretum.  The main residence is occupied by the Arboretum
Director.  The employee in question has been working at Oakdale for several years and assists the
Director in various park-related activities, including maintenance and custodial work.  She and four
other Regional park staff had applied to reside in the formerly-vacant residence, in accordance with
Parks housing policy.  Four Regional supervisory-level staff, including the Arboretum’s Director,
assessed the applications based on the length of service, and the proximity of the applicant’s current
home to his/her work location.  All of them selected the employee in question as the most appropriate
person to live in the residence.

Recommendation: None
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9) “The park manager at Connetquot allows his friends to fish on park facilities when the park
is closed to the general public.”

We met with the Connetquot Park Preserve manager, who informed us that several fishing
clubs have contracted with Parks to use its facilities when they are otherwise closed to the general
public.  The clubs apply through the Regional office and pay a permit fee.  A minimum number of 20
persons must attend each of the club’s outings.  These clubs often contribute park-related furniture
and equipment to help maintain Parks grounds.  Our subsequent discussion with Parks officials and
review of relevant fishing permit files supported the manager’s statements.  We found no evidence
that any person(s) had received favored treatment at this park.   

Recommendation: None

A draft copy of this report was provided to Parks officials for their review and comment.  In
general, they agree with our report conclusions and recommendations.  Their response, in its entirety,
is attached as Appendix A.  

Within 90 days after final release of this report, as require by Section 170 of the Executive
Law, the Commissioner of the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation
shall report to the Governor, the State Comptroller, and the leaders of the Legislature and fiscal
committees, advising what steps were taken to implement the recommendations contained herein, and
where recommendations were not implemented the reasons therefor. 

Major contributors to this report were William Challice, Dominick Vanacore, Frank Patone,
Myron Goldmeer, and Marticia Madory.

We wish to thank Parks officials for the courtesies and cooperation extended to our auditors
during this review.

Yours truly,

Carmen Maldonado
Audit Director

cc: Robert L. King 
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