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AUDIT OBJECTIVES 
 
The objectives of our audit were to determine 
whether the State University of New York 
(SUNY) Downstate Medical Center (1) 
effectively controls retroactive payroll 
transactions and (2) maintains adequate 
control over certain aspects of physician 
assistant work hours.   
 

AUDIT RESULTS - SUMMARY 
 
SUNY Downstate Medical Center (SUNY 
Downstate) comprises various medical 
colleges and a 376-bed University Hospital.   
 
Our audit started in response to concerns 
expressed by the Office of the State 
Comptroller’s Bureau of State Payroll 
Services, which is responsible for processing 
the State’s payroll.  Specifically, in December 
2006, the Bureau of State Payroll Services 
was asked to process retroactive payroll 
transactions for four newly-hired physicians 
at SUNY Downstate.  Officials in the Bureau 
of Payroll Services were concerned about the 
appropriateness of these retroactive 
transactions since each was over 70 days old. 
 
We could not confirm that the reported hire 
dates for two of the four physicians were 
accurate.  The hire dates supported by the 
records were, in fact, several days later than 
the hire dates reported by SUNY Downstate 
to the Bureau of State Payroll Services for the 
purposes of determining salary owed to the 
physicians. Accordingly, these two physicians 
were overpaid.  In a letter dated October 4, 
2007, from the Bureau of State Payroll 
Services to SUNY Downstate, the Bureau 
reported actions to recover payroll 
overpayments totaling $7,382 based on the 
results of our audit. Also, our audit identified 
weaknesses in payroll controls pertaining to 
physician assistants at SUNY Downstate. 
These control weaknesses increase the risk for 

inappropriate compensation to these 
employees.  
 
Our audit makes six recommendations for 
improving SUNY Downstate payroll controls.  
SUNY Downstate officials generally agree 
with our recommendations and have taken 
steps to implement them.   
 
This report, dated December 21, 2007, is 
available on our website 
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 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The State University of New York Health 
Science Center at Brooklyn, also known as 
SUNY Downstate Medical Center (SUNY 
Downstate), is an academic medical center.  It 
comprises various medical colleges and a 
376-bed University Hospital.  While its 
primary mission is education, SUNY 
Downstate also conducts research and 
provides patient care in its University 
Hospital.  
 
SUNY Downstate employs physicians for 
teaching, administrative and medical 
supervisory duties at the colleges and at the 
University Hospital.  For example, physicians 
could lecture students at the College and 
supervise residents at the University Hospital.  
As of December 31, 2006, SUNY Downstate 
employed a total of 248 physicians.   
 
SUNY Downstate also employs physician 
assistants.  At the University Hospital, 
physician assistants are to ensure that 
adequate coverage is provided for the patients 
being treated there.  University Hospital’s 
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Department of Medicine began employing the 
physician assistants in 2004.  At that time, the 
residents’ maximum duty hours were limited 
by the Accreditation Council for Graduate 
Medical Education.   
 

AUDIT FINDINGS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Retroactive Payroll Transactions 

 
According to SUNY Downstate officials, four 
physicians began working at SUNY 
Downstate between June 12 and August 28, 
2006.  However, SUNY Downstate’s 
Department of Human Resources did not 
place the physicians on the State’s payroll 
until late in December 2006.  At this point, 
the Department of Human Resources 
requested that the physicians be placed on the 
State’s payroll retroactively, going back to 
their original hire dates in June, July and 
August.   
 
There were also a number of other payroll 
transactions at SUNY Downstate that were 
excessively retroactive (i.e., more than 70 
days old).  We identified and reviewed a total 
of 13 such transactions for the 2006 calendar 
year.  In addition to the four physicians 
identified by the Bureau of Payroll Services, 
there was one physician assistant, five 
students, and three other employees with 
transactions for retroactive start dates.  We 
reviewed the timesheets and other supporting 
documentation for each of these 13 
employees and found the following: 
 

• Two physicians’ start dates could not 
be confirmed. One of these physicians 
reportedly started work on July 3, 
2006.  However, the first work day 
documented by the available records 
was July 12, 2006.  The other 
physician reportedly started work on 

August 28, 2006.  However, the first 
work day documented by the available 
records was September 13, 2006.  
Accordingly, these two physicians 
were overpaid.  In a letter dated 
October 4, 2007, from the Bureau of 
State Payroll Services to SUNY 
Downstate, the Bureau reported 
actions to recover payroll 
overpayments totaling $7,382 based 
on the results of our audit. 

 
SUNY Downstate officials stated that 
these hiring transactions were delayed 
because they were in the process of 
transitioning to a new hiring process.   

 
• Four of the 5 students were put on the 

payroll with an effective start date that 
was earlier than the date they began 
working at SUNY Downstate.  In fact, 
the students were placed on the 
payroll as many as 34 days before they 
started working.  In these instances no 
overpayments resulted because the 
students were only paid for the days 
they actually worked.  However, when 
employees are placed on the payroll 
before they start working, there is an 
increased risk for overpayments to 
occur. 

 
• One physician assistant was rehired by 

SUNY Downstate so that she could be 
paid for extra work performed a year 
earlier at one of the medical colleges.  
(The physician assistant had resigned 
before receiving payment for this 
work.)  However, four months after 
the payment for extra work, this 
employee was still active on State 
Payroll.  When we brought this matter 
to the attention of SUNY Downstate 
officials, they immediately removed 
her from the payroll.   
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• One of the four physicians had not 
submitted any timesheets since being 
hired in August 2006, and another 
physician’s timesheets were signed 
and submitted to the Payroll Office 
four months late.   
 

We recommend the Department of Human 
Resources routinely confirm the first day of 
work for all employees.  In the absence of 
such documentation, SUNY Downstate is less 
able to detect or prevent payroll 
overpayments and to handle payroll disputes.  
In response to our audit, SUNY Downstate 
officials stated that they revised their 
procedures so that a physician’s first day of 
work is documented.   
 
We also note that the Department of Human 
Resources did not comply with SUNY 
University-wide Human Resource policy, 
because it did not report the four retroactive 
payroll transactions to SUNY System 
Administration before submitting them to the 
State payroll system.  The policy requires 
such prior notification for all retroactive 
payroll transactions greater than five pay 
periods.  Department of Human Resources 
officials explained they were not aware of the 
SUNY University-wide policy.  In the 
absence of such notification, SUNY System 
Administration cannot adequately oversee the 
hiring practices of SUNY Downstate.   
 
In response to our audit, SUNY Downstate 
stated they will perform a risk assessment of 
the personnel-payroll cycle, covering the 
deficiencies we identified.  SUNY Downstate 
plans to use the results of the assessment to 
revise policy, re-engineer workflow processes 
that strengthen internal controls, educate and 
train staff, communicate and reinforce 
policies and procedures, and implement an 
ongoing auditing and monitoring program.   
 
 

Recommendations 
 
1.  Routinely confirm and document the 

first day of work for all employees.   
  
2.  Comply with SUNY System 

Administration policy for notification 
requirements for retroactive payroll 
transactions.   

  
3. Perform a risk assessment of the 

personnel-payroll cycle and take 
corrective actions where payroll risks 
are not mitigated to an acceptable 
level.  Monitor the steps taken to 
ensure continued progress.   

 
Physician Assistant Work Hours 

 
The University Hospital’s Department of 
Medicine employs physician assistants to help 
treat patients at the Hospital.  These physician 
assistants are collectively known as the PA 
Service and are overseen by a physician (the 
Medical Director of the PA Service).  As of 
December 31, 2006, a total of 26 physician 
assistants were employed in the PA Service.   
 
Because of the nature of hospital work, the 
physician assistants in the PA Service may 
sometimes be required to work longer than 
their regularly scheduled hours.  They are not 
eligible for overtime pay in such instances; 
instead, they may earn compensatory time off.  
The amount of compensatory time earned in 
any situation must be agreed to by the 
physician assistant and his or her supervisor.  
The physician assistant may then take this 
time off at a later agreed upon date.   
 
We examined the controls established by the 
PA Service over the physician assistants’ 
work hours.  We identified a number of 
weaknesses in these controls.  In particular,
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between the fall of 2004 (when the PA 
Service was established) and the spring of 
2006 (when a new Medical Director of the PA 
Service was appointed), a single individual 
(the Chief PA) had virtually complete 
administrative control over the payroll, 
personnel and other aspects of the PA 
Service’s operations.   
 
During this period, the Chief PA was 
responsible for interviewing prospective 
physician assistants, deciding who would be 
hired, assigning work shifts, monitoring 
workloads, and approving timesheets.  The 
Chief PA also kept track of all the earned and 
expended compensatory time, and maintained 
the only record showing this information.  
The Chief PA had all these responsibilities 
because the Medical Director of the PA 
Service delegated most of his responsibilities 
to the Chief PA and was not actively involved 
in the management of the PA Service.   
 
This focus of responsibilities in a single 
individual is contrary to good internal 
controls.  Generally, these responsibilities 
should be separated among two or more 
individuals.  When they are with a single 
individual, inappropriate transactions are less 
likely to be detected.   
 
In addition, the Chief PA’s records of 
compensatory time earned and expended for 
all physician assistants was stored in an 
unlocked file cabinet and, when the new 
Medical Director of the PA Service assumed 
the position in the spring of 2006, these 
records could not be found.  Nevertheless, 
physician assistants continued to take time off 
without charging leave accruals.  For 
example, according to two officials in the PA 
Service, one physician assistant took a full 
month of compensatory time off.  In the 
absence of the records that had been 
maintained by the Chief PA, there was no 
way of determining whether the time off was 

appropriate or that the balance of accrued 
compensatory time was correctly charged for 
the time off. 
 
We recommend SUNY Downstate officials 
attempt to recover the missing payroll records 
and, if the records are recovered, ensure that 
the physician assistants actually earned the 
compensatory time they used.  The officials 
agreed to make a good faith effort to locate 
the missing records.   
 
When the new Medical Director of the PA 
Service took over the unit, a number of 
changes were made.  The Chief PA was 
removed from that position, new time and 
attendance and work schedule policies and 
procedures were issued, and the new Medical 
Director took an active role in the 
management of the unit.  As a result, a single 
individual was no longer able to control all 
the unit’s payroll and personnel operations.   
 
One of the changes made in June 2006 by the 
new Medical Director was to replace 
compensatory time off with “extra service” 
payments - paying physician assistants a flat 
hourly rate when they work longer than their 
regularly scheduled hours.   
 
However, “extra service” is defined in 
regulations issued by the New York State 
Division of the Budget (DOB) as work by a 
State employee in a different payroll agency 
than where the employee is regularly 
assigned.  Since the physician assistants are 
working their longer hours for the same 
payroll agency where they are regularly 
assigned, their longer hours cannot qualify as 
“extra service”.  As a result, these employees 
should be not compensated in this manner.   
 
SUNY Downstate officials disagree, noting 
that SUNY policy specifically allows extra 
work by professional employees at their 
regularly assigned campus to be classified as 
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“extra service.”  We acknowledge this is 
SUNY policy, but note that it is not consistent 
with DOB regulations.  We recommend 
SUNY Downstate obtain a written waiver 
from DOB for its “extra service” policy to be 
permissible.    
We also determined that many of the full-time 
PA Service physician assistants have other 
jobs in addition to their jobs at SUNY 
Downstate.  For example, 8 of the 13 full-
time physician assistants who completed a 
2006 Department of Medicine survey 
indicated that they had other employment 
besides SUNY Downstate, and only two of 
the eight indicated that their other job was 
part-time.  While SUNY regulations provide 
that no employee may engage in other 
employment which interferes with the 
performance of the employee’s professional 
obligation, SUNY policy explicity prohibits 
full-time professional employees from having 
other full-time employment.  We recommend 
that SUNY Downstate comply with its policy.   
 
SUNY Downstate management was not aware 
of this policy, and Department of Medicine 
officials believe the policy does not apply to 
SUNY Downstate.  However, officials in the 
Department of Human Resources 
acknowledge that the policy does apply to the 
physician assistants.  SUNY Downstate 
officials said they are taking steps to obtain a 
waiver from the SUNY Board of Trustees.   
 

Recommendations 
 
4. Recover the missing records of the 

physician assistants’ compensatory 
time and use the records to determine 
whether the physician assistants 
actually earned the compensatory time 
they used.  If any of this time was not 
earned, take appropriate corrective 
action.   

 

5. Obtain a waiver from DOB if “extra 
service” payments continue to be 
used.  If physician assistants are 
allowed to earn compensatory time 
off, ensure that an appropriate control 
system is established for the 
authorization, recording and use of 
compensatory time.   

 
6. Comply with SUNY’s policy 

prohibiting full-time professional 
employees from having other full-time 
employment.   

 
AUDIT SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

 
We did our audit in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards.  We 
audited selected personnel and payroll 
activities at SUNY Downstate for the period 
January 1, 2006 through December 31, 2006, 
focusing on the physician hiring process and 
the controls over physician assistant work 
hours.  We initiated our audit in response to 
concerns that were expressed by the Office of 
the State Comptroller’s Bureau of Payroll 
Services over certain retroactive payroll 
transactions at SUNY Downstate.  To 
accomplish our objectives, we reviewed 
personnel and payroll records; policies and 
procedures; laws, rules and regulations; and 
collective bargaining agreements.  We also 
interviewed officials at SUNY Downstate and 
SUNY System Administration.   
 
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 
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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.   
 

AUTHORITY 
 
The audit was done according 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. 
 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 
 
We provided a draft copy of this report to 
SUNY Downstate officials for their review 
and comment.  We have considered SUNY 
Downstate’s comments in preparing this 
report.  A copy of their comments is included 
as Appendix A in this report, along with State 
Comptroller’s Comments in Appendix B.   
 
In addition to the findings discussed in this 
report, we identified other matters that needed 
improvement.  Although these matters are of 
lesser significance, SUNY Downstate

officials should take the necessary corrective 
actions to address these issues.  Any follow-
up review or ensuing audit will include 
review of the extent to which SUNY 
Downstate officials have addressed the 
matters of lesser significance. 
 
Within 90 days of the final release of this 
report, as required by Section 170 of the 
Executive Law, the Chancellor of the State 
University of New York 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. 
 

CONTRIBUTORS TO THE REPORT 
 
Major contributors to this report include 
David R. Hancox, Nadine Morrell, Gail 
Gorski, Orin Ninvalle, Bebe Belkin, Heather 
Pratt, Joseph Giaimo, and Dana Newhouse. 
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APPENDIX A - AUDITEE RESPONSE 
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* 
Comment 

* See State Comptroller’s Comment, page 11 
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APPENDIX B - STATE COMPTROLLER COMMENT ON AUDITEE RESPONSE 
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We continue to recommend SUNY 
 Downstate obtain a written waiver from 
 DOB for its “extra service” policy to be 
 permissible. 
 




