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STATE OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE STATE

COMPTROLLER

 A.E. SMITH STATE OFFICE BUILDING
ALBANY, NEW YORK   12236

March 9, 1999

Mr. John A. Johnson
Commissioner
Office of Children and Family Services
Capital View Office Park
52 Washington Street 
Rensselaer,  New York   12144-2735

Re: Report 98-F-51

Dear Mr. Johnson:

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 have reviewed the
actions taken by officials of the Office of Children and Family Services (formerly the Division
For Youth), Harlem Valley Secure Center as of December 31, 1998, to implement the
recommendations contained in our audit report, Harlem Valley Secure Center, Selected Security,
Safety and Payroll Management Practices (Report 95-S-132).  Our report, which was issued on
January 26, 1998, reviewed the effectiveness of management in providing a safe and secure
environment for residents, staff, and visitors and assessed management controls over payroll
practices. 

Background

The Office of Children and Family Services (Office) operates residential facilities to
provide for the care and rehabilitation of youth assigned to its custody by the courts.   The Office
operates the Harlem Valley Secure Center (Center), which is located in Wingdale, New York.
The Center is one of five secure centers operated by the Office.  The Center provides intensive
programming for male youths requiring long-term care under a highly controlled and restrictive
environment. 
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The Harlem Valley Campus was constructed to accommodate 296 male youths who have
either been adjudicated as juvenile offenders by adult courts or have been placed as juvenile
delinquents by the Family Courts.  However, due to the downsizing and potential closing of the
facility, the number of youths in custody has been reduced.  As of December 31, 1998, the
Center’s capacity was 150 youths.   Many of these youths have serious emotional problems and
an extensive history of delinquent behavior and involvement with the judicial system.  

As of December 31, 1998, the Center employed 223 staff.  The Center had an operating
budget of approximately $9.6 million during the 1998-1999 fiscal year, of which personal service
costs accounted for $8.0 million.

Summary Conclusions

In our prior audit, we identified several serious deficiencies in Center operating practices.
Employees with criminal backgrounds were hired to work closely with youths, required fire
inspections and fire drills were not performed, and employees were paid for time not documented
as worked.  The audit identified a number of areas where the Center could improve its operations
and thereby correct the deficiencies.   

In our follow-up review, we found that the Center officials have made progress in
implementing the recommendations contained in our prior audit report.  Center officials have
revised their fire and safety procedures, and we determined that these procedures were being
followed.  Officials have revised time and attendance guidelines and improved procedures to
ensure that only approved overtime is paid.  In addition, the Office issued a new policy regarding
paid meals, which eliminated overtime payments to those employees who work through their meal
break.  However, officials did not establish procedures to ensure that criminal history screening
is complete before new employees are hired.  In addition, Center and Office officials did not take
any additional steps beyond those identified at the conclusion of our prior audit to determine the
propriety of 267.25 hours paid to employees where documentation did not support the hours
worked.  Further, Center officials did not review all overtime paid during the audit period to
determine if it was appropriate.
  
Summary of Status of Prior Audit Recommendations 

Of the 16 prior audit recommendations, Office and Center officials have implemented
seven recommendations, partially implemented four recommendations, and did not implement five
recommendations. 
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Follow-up Observations

Recommendation 1

Ensure compliance with the systems of internal control over employee background screening, fire
safety practices, as well as time and attendance and payroll practices.  Activities should include,
but not be limited to:

C greater management involvement in establishing, evaluating and monitoring Center
controls;

C communicating information so that Center staff properly understand, interpret and
implement internal controls; and

C assessing and identifying existing risks, determining what corrective action is needed and
when it will be implemented. 

Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action - Office and Center officials have become more involved in establishing,
evaluating, and monitoring most Center controls. Existing risks are being identified and
corrective actions are being taken by Center officials.  Further, changes in policy and
procedure is communicated to Center staff.

Auditors’ Comments - Center and Office officials have made significant progress since our last
audit, especially in the areas of fire safety and ensuring that only authorized overtime is
paid.  However, there are still some areas where improvements could be made.
Specifically, deficiencies still exist in the criminal history screening process and there are
some procedural weaknesses pertaining to supervisory certification of overtime payments,
as described later in this report.

  
Recommendation 2

Do not hire employees for jobs involving regular contact with youths until the criminal history
screening process is completed.
    
Status - Not Implemented

Agency Action - Office officials stated that they will continue the process of hiring employees
before the criminal history screening process is completed because of circumstances which
necessitate this practice.  Officials stated that this would occur when there is a need to fill
critical service positions and they cannot wait the time required for the information
pertaining to the individuals’ criminal history. 
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Auditors’ Comments - The process used by the Center to hire employees does not adequately
protect the interests of the youths in custody, especially as it relates to employees who
interact with youths on a regular basis.  Center officials informed us that subsequent to the
release of our audit, only one employee was hired prior to the completion of the criminal
history screening process; this employee would interact with youths on a regular basis.
For this employee, Center officials obtained a waiver from Office executive personnel,
which granted permission to hire the individual prior to satisfying the criminal history
check. While our review of the employee’s subsequent criminal screening process did not
identify any criminal activity, under current procedures, there is risk that employees with
criminal records could be interacting directly with the Center’s youths.

Recommendation 3

Document and maintain all evidence relating to the criminal history screening process. 
    
Status - Not Implemented

Agency Action - Officials stated that pursuant to Office policy, employee records are periodically
purged and destroyed.  Therefore, the Office does not maintain all evidence relating to the
criminal history screening process.  

. 
Auditors’ Comments - In their response to our audit, Office officials indicated that they maintain

the results of the Federal Bureau of Investigations and the Division of Criminal Justice
Services investigations.  However, we determined that such records are not maintained.
Further, although Office policy mandates records on employees must be purged
periodically, we believe that some documentation should be maintained to provide
evidence that an individual’s criminal history was considered in employment decisions.

  Recommendation 4

Ensure that employee arrests, and any related follow-up actions, are clearly indicated in Division
central office records.
    
Status - Implemented

Agency Action - Office officials provided evidence that indicates necessary arrest documentation
is clearly documented in central office records. 

Recommendation 5

Management must take appropriate action to ensure that the safety of residents, employees and
visitors is a high priority, and that fire safety requirements are complied with.
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Status - Implemented 

Agency Action - Since our audit, Center officials replaced the Facility Fire Safety Officer and
revised their fire safety policies and procedures.  We reviewed fire safety records and
reviewed inspection records for a sample of equipment.  Our review indicates that
procedures are being followed and that fire safety equipment has been inspected as
required.

Recommendation 6

Investigate the 267.25 hours that may have been inappropriately paid and, where appropriate,
initiate payroll recovery actions and/or disciplinary action against the employees. 

Status - Not Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials did not further investigate the propriety of the 267.25 hours
beyond the steps identified in their response to the audit.  Office officials maintain that
there is no way to disprove that the employees actually worked the hours in question, and
as such they cannot authorize restitution.  Further, in their response to the audit, Office
officials stated that 81.25 hours could not be adequately documented and they planned to
recover overpayments associated with these hours.  However, during our follow-up
review, Center officials could provide evidence that overpayments were recovered for only
28.75 hours. 

 
Recommendation 7

Develop and implement internal control procedures to ensure that the time reported as worked is
accurate, employees sign in and out as required, and supervisors certify time records only after
properly verifying time worked.

Status - Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials have issued numerous memorandums revising the existing time
and attendance guidelines.  In addition, we reviewed a sample of time and attendance
records and found that the procedures implemented by management were being followed.

Recommendation 8

Ensure that employees record time and attendance entries daily.

Status - Implemented 
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Agency Action - Center officials have taken steps to ensure that employees record their time and
attendance entries daily.  We reviewed a sample of employee time sheets and determined
that employees are recording time and attendance entries on a daily basis.  Further, two
sampled employees were absent on the day of our test.  We determined that these absences
were appropriately recorded in the shift log.

Recommendation 9

Ensure that supervisors identify late-arriving employees by red lining sign-in/out logs, do not
authorize overtime when employees work less than 40 hour a week, and verify sign-in and out
times. 

Status - Partially Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials have taken steps to address this recommendation.  Supervisors
are not authorizing overtime when employees work less than 40 hours a week.  Further,
our limited testing indicates that employees are signing in and out on the sign-in/out log,
as required.  However, we found that the administrator on duty (AOD) was not red-lining
the sign-in/out logs as required.  In response to our follow-up review, Center officials
stated that they will take immediate corrective action.

Recommendation 10

Develop monitoring procedures for ensuring that employee work adjustments meet the needs of the
Center.

Status - Partially Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials initiated procedures to monitor work exchanges (adjustments).
A formal written document must be completed by the employees who are exchanging days
and this document must be signed by each employee’s supervisor and the Center Director.
We reviewed a sample of work exchanges and found that the documents were filled out;
however, some lacked the required signatures.

Recommendation 11

Ensure that all overtime is authorized by the administrator on duty and Center Director, is verified
by the employee’s immediate supervisor, and is documented by entries in the sign-in/sign-out log.

Status - Partially Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials have supplemented the time and attendance policy by issuing
numerous memorandums regarding time and attendance; however, some of these policies
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are not being followed.  For a sample of employees, we found that all overtime was
properly authorized by both the AOD and the Center Director.  However, supervisors
were not signing and thereby certifying biweekly overtime records before this information
was sent to the Personnel Department for processing.

Recommendation 12

Review all the overtime paid during our audit period, determine whether overpayments were made,
and recover the overpayments where appropriate.  Discipline employees where appropriate. 

Status - Not Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials provided evidence which indicated that they reviewed overtime
payments for a sample of employees who were not included in the original audit sample.
This review confirmed that there were problems with the processing of overtime payments,
which subsequently led to changes in the way overtime payments are processed and paid.
However, as discussed in the Agency Action section for recommendation 6, the Center has
not recovered overpayments from those individuals where payments to individuals were
made in error.

Recommendation 13

Ensure that supervisors perform their responsibility to ensure that employee overtime is reported
accurately.  Take the necessary disciplinary action for those supervisors not carrying out their
responsibility.

Status - Not Implemented 

Agency Action - Center officials have not taken the steps necessary to ensure that supervisors are
performing their responsibilities as they relate to overtime verification.  Center employees
maintain a record of their attendance on a four-week time sheet.  However, overtime is
paid on a biweekly basis and consequently every two weeks, time sheets are copied and
given to the Personnel Department for processing.  Center policy requires a supervisor
certification on these two-week copies.  As discussed in the Agency Action section for
recommendation 11, we found that supervisors were not signing and certifying biweekly
overtime records before submission to the Personnel Department for processing.

Recommendation 14

Re-evaluate the practice of altering facility blanket overtime authorizations so that they agree with
time sheet entries.
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Status - Implemented 

Agency Action - The Office has implemented procedures to help ensure that only approved
overtime is paid.  Procedures are in place to ensure that overtime is paid only if there is
an approved overtime authorization form; adjustments or alterations are not permitted.
For example, if an individual’s time sheet indicates more hours of overtime were worked
than were approved on the authorization form, the individual will be paid only for the
authorized hours.  Any discrepancy between the time sheet and the authorization form is
to be investigated and resolved before any additional payment is made.

Recommendation 15

Adhere to the requirement that all overtime paid be supported by individual authorizations to pay.

Status - Implemented 

Agency Action - The Center has established procedures to ensure that only authorized overtime
is paid. The Center completes an Individual Overtime form each two-week period for
every employee who earns overtime. Center officials verify that overtime recorded on time
sheets is accompanied by an overtime authorization. 

Recommendation 16

Examine the Center’s paid meal policy and eliminate paid meals where appropriate.

Status - Implemented 

Agency Action - The Office and the Center have issued a new paid meal policy which eliminated
overtime payments to those employees who worked through their meal break.  The new
policy requires that all employees who work 40 hours per week to work a straight eight-
hour shift, inclusive of meal break.    

Major contributors to this report were Ed Durocher, Marianne Boyer and Stephen Lynch.
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We would appreciate your written response to this report within 30 days, indicating any
actions planned or taken to address any unresolved matters discussed in this report.  We also thank
the management and staff of the Office of Children and Family Services for the courtesies and
cooperation extended to our auditors during this review.

Very truly yours,

Kevin M. McClune
Audit Director

cc:  Robert L. King


