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Dear Ms. Angello: 
 

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, we audited the 
Department of Labor’s (Department) administration of the InVEST program for the period 
December 1, 2000 through September 30, 2003.   
 
A. Background 

 
In the 1999-00 fiscal year, New York State launched the Individual Vocational 

Education and Skills Training (InVEST) program to give unemployed or underemployed 
persons the training needed to secure jobs in more highly skilled and better-paying 
occupations.  InVEST, which is administered by the Department of Labor (Department), 
includes a Job Start and a Job Ladder program; Job Start trains individuals to get jobs or 
qualify for higher-paying jobs; Job Ladder helps employers provide low-wage employees with 
upgrade training. Our audit focused on Job Start. 

 
The ultimate goal of Job Start is the participant’s job entry followed by a pay raise and 

increased earnings. Job training and job placement providers contract with the Department to 
create projects designed to train Job Start participants for work in the local job market.  
Individuals are eligible for Job Start if they are currently receiving Family Assistance (FA) or 
have incomes up to 200 percent of the Federal Poverty Level, and if they have not already 
participated in Job Start.  According to InVEST Policy Guidelines (Guidelines), providers 
should confirm eligibility for Job Start at the time of the participant’s application.   
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The Department has established achievement milestones for Job Start.  Department 
payments to providers of job training and placement services are “performance-based;” that is, 
these providers receive payment only when participants reach the milestones.  The four 
milestones for Job Start and the related reimbursement amounts are listed below.  

 
• Four Weeks Completion: Participant completed 4 weeks of training ($1,250). 
 
• Completion: Participant completed the entire training program and demonstrated 

competency in the skills area ($1,250). 
 
• Job Entry: Participant obtained a new or an additional job ($1,000).  This milestone 

must be achieved within 60 days of completion of the training program. 
 
• Earnings Increase or Case Closure: Participant’s wages increased by at least 10 percent 

or the FA case was closed ($2,000).  The increase must continue for at least 90 days, or 
the FA case closed for at least 30 days, before the provider can bill the Department.  

 
The Department awards specific amounts of Job Start funds to providers who contract 

with the Department to deliver program services.  When participants achieve milestones, 
providers submit an InVEST Participant Milestone Payment Request to the Department to 
receive payment from the awarded funds.  Payment vouchers should include the names and 
social security numbers of all participants with reported milestone achievements.  The 
Department maintains an electronic database that includes personal identification data and 
milestone achievement information for all Job Start participants.  As the program 
administrator, the Department is charged with monitoring overall Job Start operations, 
including verifying that claimed milestones meet relevant InVEST criteria and are adequately 
documented.   

 
According to Department records, $44.7 million was awarded to 100 InVEST 

contractors, and $19.5 million of this amount, was paid to contractors for services provided to 
Job Start participants as of March 8, 2004.  InVEST will receive no new appropriation.  Job 
Start operations are scheduled to end during the State’s fiscal year ended March 31, 2004, but 
the Department will continue to pay provider claims through September 30, 2004.  The 
Department also administers a number of other job training and placement programs.  
 
B. Audit Scope, Objective and Methodology 

 
We audited the Department’s administration of the InVEST Job Start program for the 

period December 1, 2000 through September 30, 2003.  The objective of our performance 
audit was to determine whether payments to InVEST providers were appropriate and properly 
supported by prescribed evidence of participant eligibility and/or milestone achievements.  We 
also tested the reliability of the evidence and reported achievements by comparing Job Start 
data to information maintained by third parties.  

 
To accomplish our objective, we interviewed Department and provider officials and 

reviewed written InVEST policies and procedures.  We also judgmentally selected for review 
four providers (Grant Associates in New York City; Maximus in Mount Vernon; L. Woerner in 
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Rochester; and the Center for Employment Opportunities in New York City) who collectively 
accounted for 802 Job Start participants.  We selected these trainers based on one or more of 
the following factors: type of trainer; amount of money expended; previous history of 
sanctions for contract work in New York City; a history of disallowed payments in previous 
audit reports; multiple contracts for similar services; and information obtained from an Internet 
search.  For 168 of these 802 participants (comprising random samples of 50 participants at 3 
providers, and all 18 Job Start participants at the remaining provider), we determined whether 
the relevant providers maintained prescribed evidence of eligibility and/or achievement for 
milestone payments.  In addition, we compared selected milestone payment information on the 
Job Start database for all 2,086 Job Start participants reported to have obtained jobs to data 
from the Department of Taxation and Finance’s Wage Reporting System.  Further, we used 
Veris, a social security number validation service, to check the social security numbers of all 
6,927 Job Start participants. 

 
We conducted our audit in accordance with Generally Accepted Government Auditing 

Standards.  Such standards require that we plan and perform our audit to adequately assess 
those operations which are included in our audit scope.  Further, these standards require that 
we understand the Department’s internal control structure and its compliance with those laws, 
rules and regulations that are relevant to the operations included in our audit scope.  An audit 
includes examining, on a test basis, evidence supporting transactions recorded in the 
accounting and operating records and applying such other auditing procedures as we consider 
necessary in the circumstances.  An audit also includes assessing the estimates, judgments, and 
decisions made by management.  We believe that our audit provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings, conclusions and recommendations. 

 
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, 
several of which are performed by the Division of State Services.  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 management functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent 
audits of program performance. 

 
C. Results of Audit   

 
We found the sampled providers we visited complied with Department contract 

requirements by maintaining prescribed evidence to support participant training and/or job 
achievement.  In our opinion, however, the required documents can be fabricated and, even 
when obtained as required, may not prove eligibility or milestone achievement.  In examining 
provider documentation and reporting, we found this information did not always constitute the 
reliable evidence needed to support performance-based payments.  For example, we could not 
confirm job claims for 559 participants (27 percent) reported as employed, and we identified 
67 participant social security numbers that were potentially invalid.  Related provider 
payments in these cases totaled $559,000 and $166,375 respectively, for a combined total of 
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$714,375 (reduced by $11,000 to avoid duplicate reporting of exceptions).  We believe these 
potential overpayments occurred, because the Department’s documentation requirements are 
insufficient and it has not established controls to monitor the reliability of provider evidence 
and reporting.  The Department should investigate the claims we could not confirm and recoup 
payments from those providers who did not deliver services as reported.  The Department 
should also strengthen controls over all present and future Department job training programs 
by requiring competent evidence of contract performance, and by using all the monitoring tools 
available to confirm the reliability of provider-reported results data.  

 
 1. Eligibility and Achievement Documentation 

 
According to InVEST Policy Guidelines, providers should establish individual 

applicants’ eligibility for Job Start at the time of application.  Providers should also confirm the 
applicant has not taken Job Start training before.  The Guidelines require providers to maintain 
eligibility documentation in the participant’s case folder for six years following the final 
voucher payment.  The Guidelines also require providers to support Job Entry milestone 
payments (employer verification letters or employee pay stubs) and Earnings Increase 
milestone claims (evidence showing at least a 10 percent wage increase for at least 90 days). 

 
To determine whether providers conformed to the Department’s program requirements, 

we visited four selected providers.  At contractor sites, we reviewed documentation maintained 
to support participants’ eligibility and the completion of the Job Start milestones, as reported 
on payment claims.  We found these sampled providers complied with all the Department’s 
requirements for eligibility data and milestone documentation.  However, we further conclude 
that the Department does not have reasonable assurance that payments to Job Start contractors 
are appropriate because: 

 
• Providers administer a self-attestation application process to each participant, but do 

not independently verify the participant’s eligibility.  For participants claiming low 
incomes, the provider determines, based on a simple calculation, whether the 
participant’s claimed income level falls within the 200 percent of federal poverty range 
limit.  There is no requirement that this information be confirmed.   
 

• The Department performs limited on-going monitoring of provider claims.  Information 
submitted by the providers is supposed to be checked against the program criteria.  
However, the Department does not verify participant achievement of milestones 
claimed by providers or require providers to submit documentation with claims. 
 

• Although Department staff has performed site visits of 38 percent of the training 
providers, Department officials told us these visits were announced, and preceded with 
a faxed list of requested items for review.  The Department does not verify that services 
were actually provided.  Likewise, the Department does not contact employers to 
confirm that participants were actually working as reported by the provider. 

 
In addition, as discussed in the following sections of this report, the Department does 

not confirm reported job entry data or verify the authenticity of participants’ social security 
numbers.  We recognize that the Department wants to streamline job training program 
procedures to encourage provider participation.  However, to gain assurance that providers are 



- 5 - 
 

paid appropriately, the Department needs sufficient and reliable evidence of job entry and 
participants’ identities, and internal controls that confirm the legitimacy of reported 
information.  

 
2. Employment Verification 
 
The Department’s monitoring of the InVEST program should provide reasonable 

assurance that the program’s performance-based payment methodology works as intended.  To 
do this the Department should regularly confirm that provider claims for reimbursement for 
milestone achievements meet program criteria.  For example, the New York State Department 
of Taxation and Finance (Tax) maintains the Wage Reporting System (WRS) to capture 
employment data for tax-related purposes.  Each quarter, New York State employers who have 
a New York State Unemployment Insurance liability must report to Tax the name, social 
security number and gross wages paid to each of their employees who live or work in the State.  
Employers also complete WRS year-end forms to report both quarterly data and the total 
amount paid to each employee during the prior 12 calendar months.  Tax and the Department 
have entered into an agreement whereby the Department, or individuals designated by the 
Department’s Commissioner, can access WRS information to evaluate the effect of 
Department-administered training programs on the earnings of program participants.  
Accordingly, this access can be used to help verify provider claims for Job Start participants 
who have reportedly obtained employment.   

 
However, we found that the Department does not access WRS to compare WRS data 

with provider-reported employment data and to then investigate any discrepancies to detect 
invalid provider claims.  Therefore, we engaged Tax during our audit to expressly obtain 
access to WRS information so that we could compare it with Job Start employment 
information and detect discrepancies that may indicate invalid provider claims.  

 
To accomplish this audit step, the Department gave us a download of information from 

its Job Start database including names and identifying information for the 2,086 Job Start 
participants who reportedly had obtained jobs as a result of InVEST training.  Providers had 
claimed and been reimbursed for these milestone achievements, from program inception 
through July 17, 2003.  Tax then queried WRS and produced a report showing the employment 
and pay reported by employers for these 2,086 Job Start participants for the three-years ending 
September 30, 2003.  We then compared the Department’s data for these participants to the 
employer-reported data provided by Tax.  This comparison process confirmed the 
Department’s Job Start data for 1,527 (73 percent) of the 2,086 participants.  In other words, 
WRS data showed these participants were employed as reported by providers.  However, Job 
Start data did not match WRS data for 559 (almost 27 percent) of the 2,086 InVEST 
participants reported to have obtained jobs with specific employers.  As a result, we calculated 
that the Department may have inappropriately paid providers by as much as $559,000.  Table 1 
shows the reasons why WRS did not confirm provider-reported data on Job Start. 
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Table 1:  Comparison of Department and WRS Data 

Category Number of Participants Percent 
 
Employer Did Not Match 377 18.1 
No WRS Data for Participant 114 5.5 
WRS Quarter Did Not Match   34 1.6 
Participant Name Did Not Match   19 .9 
No Employment in Period    15 .7 

Total 559 26.8 
 

Details of these 559 exceptions are as shown below.  
 

• In 377 instances, employer names on WRS were different from employer names on the 
InVEST database. 

 
• In 114 instances, WRS showed no employment data for the social security numbers 

reported by InVEST as the numbers of Job Start participants.  
 

• In 34 cases, WRS showed the participant worked for the employer reported by 
InVEST, but not in the quarter that included the job entry date or in the first subsequent 
quarter. 

 
• In 19 instances, WRS showed different names associated with the social security 

numbers reported for the InVEST participants. 
 

• In 15 instances, no employment was reported for participants with any employer in the 
job entry quarter reported or in the first subsequent quarter. 

 
When reported employer names and employee social security numbers do not match 

WRS data, or when WRS shows no employment for participants reported to have jobs, the 
Department should, at minimum, consult the provider to obtain more information.  With more 
information, the Department can confirm provider reporting and correct Job Start data or deny 
payment on the claimed milestone achievement, as the case warrants.  We provided 
Department officials with our audit exceptions and recommended that they determine whether 
InVEST providers were entitled to the job placement milestone payments they received.  To 
the extent providers were paid for job placement that did not occur, the Department should 
recover the related payments. 

 
Department officials told us they do not see a value in matching Job Start data to WRS 

data.  Officials contend WRS is not up-to-date or accurate, since reporting is done on a 
quarterly basis, and because employers may not report complete employment information.  
While we do not suggest that WRS data is completely correct, we do believe WRS is a useful 
monitoring tool—already available to Department managers—that can help managers ensure 
the overall reliability of provider-reported achievement information.  When WRS does not 
confirm provider job entry information, Department officials can investigate the discrepancies.  
In this way, officials can distinguish between discrepancies due to unintentional errors and 
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timing (e.g., information not yet reported on WRS) and those resulting from any fraudulent 
reporting by providers or participants.  When Department officials sign vouchers authorizing 
payment of Job Start or other training providers, they are asserting that providers delivered 
contracted services.  Using WRS would help the Department obtain greater assurance that 
services were actually delivered, and that provider payments were appropriate. 

 
 3. Social Security Number Verification 

 
Social security numbers are a primary means of identification because each number 

issued by the Social Security Administration (SSA) is unique to the person to whom it is 
assigned.  The Department should have controls in place to verify that social security numbers 
reported for Job Start participants are valid.  Regular verification of participants’ social 
security numbers helps ensure that participants are eligible, that provider claims are legitimate 
and that program reporting is accurate.  While our audit tests showed that the great majority of 
social security numbers reported by providers were valid, we did identify 78 instances of 
invalid or questionable numbers by using a software tool, Veris, that detects potentially 
erroneous numbers. 

 
The Department provided us with a file containing the names, social security numbers 

and program-related data for all 6,927 individuals reported to have participated in the InVEST 
Job Start program through July 17, 2003.  In discussing the Department’s controls over social 
security numbers, Department officials told us they have a license to use Veris.  Veris checks 
social security numbers to available public databases, including the SSA database, to verify the 
numbers’ authenticity.  However, officials indicated they do not use this software, or any 
similar tool, to check reported participant social security numbers.  Therefore, we used Veris to 
authenticate social security numbers reported and found that almost all the numbers contained 
in the Job Start database were valid numbers that belonged to the named participants.  
However, Veris did identify, and our further tests confirmed, 58 social security numbers that 
appear to be invalid.  Department officials confirmed that 11 of the social security numbers we 
questioned were in fact incorrect, in their InVEST database.  Department officials provided 
corrected social security numbers for the 11, which we determined through Veris to be valid.  
We list below both the details of the remaining 47 exceptions for whom providers claimed and 
were reimbursed a total of $113,125. 
 

• Number may not be assigned:  21 numbers could not be confirmed as valid. ($52,500) 
• Number belongs to someone reported as deceased: 11 numbers belonged to deceased 

persons who had not participated in the InVEST program. ($26,125) 
• Number is out of range:  12 numbers were out of range, i.e., never issued. ($28,250)  
• Number cannot begin with “9:” 2 numbers began with “9.” ($3,750) 
• First three digits not issued: 1 number began with 3 unissued digits. ($2,500) 
 

According to Department officials, the InVEST database has built-in controls to detect 
duplicate social security numbers, and thus, prevent duplicate payments.  We tested this 
Department control feature by sorting the Job Start file by social security number.  Since our 
test found no duplicate numbers among the 6,927 numbers in the database, we concluded this 
Department control works as intended to detect duplicate social security numbers.  
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However, in testing for duplicate payments, our manual review of the InVEST database 
also found 191 cases of questionable numbers:  in 79 cases, participants had different names 
but very similar social security numbers; in another 112 cases, participants with very similar 
names had different social security numbers.  A Veris search by name showed that, for 20 of 
these cases, the participant’s name and social security number did not match. Payments to 
providers for these 20 cases totaled $53,250.  Thus, our various tests of social security number 
validity identified a total of 67 (47 + 20) potentially invalid social security numbers, with 
related payments totaling $166,375.  We gave a list of these suspect payments to Department 
officials for further investigation. 
 

We believe the Department made these potentially inappropriate payments because the 
Job Start program relies to a great degree on the integrity of participants and providers to report 
valid social security numbers.  Thus, neither we nor the Department know whether the invalid 
social security numbers we identified were the result of unintentional errors or fraudulent 
reporting by participants (to circumvent eligibility requirements) or providers (to submit claims 
for services not delivered). 

 
Department officials stated they are reluctant to use Veris because Veris searches can 

incorrectly identify numbers as invalid.  This can happen, according to officials, because social 
security number databases are updated only once a month.  Again, we do not contend that 
Veris data is completely up-to-date.  However, we believe the Department should use Veris, a 
tool currently available, to regularly confirm reported participant social security numbers.  The 
Department can then follow up with providers to investigate exceptions and take appropriate 
action.  Using Veris can thus help ensure the legitimacy of provider claims.  The Department 
should plan to use Veris or a similar software tool to regularly authenticate reported participant 
social security numbers in any ongoing or future job training programs it may administer. 

 
Recommendations 

 
1. Investigate the 559 instances where reported employment was not confirmed by WRS 

data to verify reports of job entry for these InVEST participants.  If the job entry cannot 
be confirmed, recoup the related InVEST payments from providers involved. 
 

2. Investigate the inaccurate or invalid social security numbers, as identified in this 
report, that were submitted by providers to support claims for milestone payments.  
Disallow and recoup any InVEST payments made for Job Start training services that 
were not provided, or were provided to ineligible individuals. 

 
3. Strengthen controls over Job Start contractors, and, as appropriate, contractors 

participating in other ongoing or future Department-administered job training 
programs, to help ensure provider payments are appropriate.  Controls should include, 
but not be limited to, the following features: 

 
• requirements that contractors maintain competent evidence to support job 

training and job placement claims; 
 
• verification of participant eligibility and achievement of milestones claimed by 

providers; 
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• utilization of Veris or similar software to validate program participants’ social 
security numbers before payments are authorized; and 

 
• confirmation of program results on a periodic basis by matching reports of job 

entry to WRS data. 
 

We provided a draft copy of this report to Department officials for their review and 
comment.  Their comments have been considered in preparing this report, and are included as 
Appendix A.  In addition, State Comptroller’s Notes, in response to Department comments, are 
included as Appendix B. 

 
The Department’s response expressed concerns about certain aspects of the conduct of this 

audit.  Department officials also contended that their information lends itself to conclusions 
different than those cited in the audit.  Nevertheless, the Department did agree with two of our 
recommendations, and partially agreed with our third recommendation. 

 
Within 90 days after the final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the 

Executive Law, the Commissioner of the Department of Labor shall report to the Governor, the 
State Comptroller, and 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 the report include Richard Sturm, Donald Geary, Ira Lipper, Jeremy 

Mack and Nancy Varley.  We wish to thank Department management and staff for the 
courtesies and cooperation extended to our auditors during the audit. 
 
 

Very truly yours,    
  

 
 

       William P. Challice 
Audit Director 
 

cc:  Robert Barnes, DOB 
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Appendix B 

1. Our audit objective was to determine whether payments to InVEST providers were 
appropriate and properly supported by prescribed evidence of participant eligibility 
and/or milestone achievements.  To the extent that improper payments of State funds 
were made, the Department can and should recover them.  We identified such potential 
improper payments and the Department agreed with our recommendations to investigate 
them.   

 

2. As we explained to Department officials during the audit, the level of detail needed to 
satisfy our audit objective, although available at OSC, was not in an electronic format. 

 

3. While Department officials did offer to access the WRS information for us and to report 
to us their findings, professional auditing standards do not allow us to use unverified 
information to render an audit conclusion.  Department officials would not allow us to do 
this.  As a result, we sought and accessed the necessary information directly from the 
Department of Taxation and Finance. 

 

4. Although we found the sampled providers we visited maintained Department prescribed 
evidence to support participant training and/or job achievement, we concluded the 
required documents could easily be fabricated and hence could not on their face, be relied 
upon to support eligibility or milestone achievement.  Professional auditing standards 
require that we pursue any potential for fraud and illegal activities.  Our findings 
demonstrate that the Department’s documentation requirements are insufficient and that 
the Department must establish controls to monitor the reliability of provider evidence and 
reporting. 

 

5. We modified the report to more accurately reflect WRS reporting requirements. 
 

6. We did consider and, to the best of our ability, identified employers that have different 
corporate and trade names.  We acknowledge there may be additional dba’s (doing 
business as) that we are not aware of.  That is why we shared the results of our work with 
Department officials for their review and comment, and why we recommended they 
investigate further the exceptions we identified.   

 

7. As we conveyed to Department officials, the Veris results conflict with their reported 
WRS data results and, therefore, need to be investigated.  For example, in 7 of the 27 
instances, Department officials ask that we accept as third-party verification, the name 
and social security number on WRS, even though, according to Veris, the social security 
number was assigned to a different person.   

 

8. We revised our report based on additional information provided by the Department in its 
response. 

 

9. We agree there are 11 cases that were included in both exception categories, however, we 
only counted them once.  This was clearly stated in the report. 

 

10. Since the Department will continue to pay provider claims through September 30, 2004, 
the InVEST program will not be over until then.  Further, as reported, the Department 
administers other job training and placement programs.  We believe the practical 
applications and limitations of using WRS to periodically confirm reported participant 
job entry, is fully disclosed in the report. 


