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Report Highlights

Audit Objective
Determine whether the Williamsville Central 
School District (District) Board of Education 
(Board) and District officials properly managed 
fund balance and reserves.

Key Findings
The Board and District officials did not properly 
manage the District’s fund balance and reserves. 
As a result, the District levied more taxes than 
needed to fund operations  The Board and District 
officials:

 l Consistently overestimated general fund 
appropriations from 2018-19 through 2021-
22 by a total of $47 million and appropriated 
$22 million of fund balance that was not 
needed or used 

 l Adopted annual budgets during the same 
period that gave the impression that the 
District would have operating deficits totaling 
$38 million when it actually had operating 
surpluses totaling $40 million, for a difference 
totaling $78 million 

 l Were not fully transparent with the public 
regarding the funding and replenishment of 
all reserves.

Key Recommendations
 l Develop budgets that include reasonable 
appropriation estimates and only appropriate 
fund balance when needed 

 l Include provisions in adopted budgets for 
funding and replenishing reserves.

District officials generally disagreed with our 
findings but indicated that they planned to 
initiate corrective action. Appendix B includes 
our comments on issues raised in the District’s 
response 

Background
The Office of the State Comptroller (OSC) 
issued an audit report in December 2016 
(Williamsville Central School District – 
Financial Management (2016M-274)) that 
identified similar financial management 
deficiencies 

The District serves the Towns of Amherst, 
Clarence and Cheektowaga in Erie 
County. The District is governed by a 
nine-member Board that is responsible 
for managing the District’s financial and 
educational affairs  The Superintendent of 
Schools (Superintendent), along with other 
administrative staff, is responsible for the 
District’s day-to-day management under the 
Board’s direction 

The Board, Superintendent and 
Assistant Superintendent for Finance 
and Management Services (Business 
Administrator) are responsible for 
developing and monitoring the District’s 
annual budget. The Business Administrator 
also is responsible for maintaining the 
District’s financial records 

Audit Period
July 1, 2018 – July 25, 2022. We obtained 
the final 2021-22 fiscal-year financial 
information on November 2, 2022, after the 
end of our fieldwork 

Williamsville Central School District

Quick Facts

2021-22 Appropriations $205 million

Recalculated Surplus Fund 
Balance as of June 30, 2022 $14 million
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How Should Fund Balance Be Properly Managed?

To properly manage fund balance, a school district (district) board should adopt 
reasonably estimated and structurally balanced budgets based on historical data 
or known trends, in which recurring revenues finance recurring expenditures. In 
preparing the budget, a board and district officials must estimate the amounts the 
district will spend and receive, the amount of fund balance that will be available at 
the end of the fiscal year-end and the expected real property tax levy needed to 
balance the budget. Accurate budget estimates help ensure that the real property 
tax levy is not greater than needed.

Fund balance represents the cumulative residual resources from prior fiscal 
years. New York State Real Property Tax Law Section 1318 currently limits the 
amount of surplus fund balance that a district can retain to 4 percent of the next 
year’s budget. A board must use any surplus fund balance greater than this 
percentage to reduce the upcoming fiscal year’s real property tax levy or to fund 
needed reserves.

The Board and District Officials Did Not Adopt Realistic Budgets

We compared estimated revenues and budgeted appropriations with actual 
operating results for 2018-19 through 2021-22 to determine whether budget 
estimates were reasonable. Estimated revenues were generally reasonable, 
with a four-year underestimated variance of $16 million (2 percent). However, 
appropriations were overestimated by an average of $11.7 million (6 percent) 
each year, or a total of almost $47 million (Figure 1).

The most significant overestimated appropriations were for:

 l Programs for students with disabilities,

 l Teacher salaries – regular school,

 l Hospital, medical and dental insurance (self-funded health insurance),

 l Plant operations,

Financial Management

Accurate 
budget 
estimates 
help ensure 
that the real 
property tax 
levy is not 
greater than 
needed 

Figure 1: Appropriations to Actual Expenditure Comparison (in millions)a

2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 Total
Appropriations $186 6 $191 8 $194 1 $199 8 $772 .3
Actual Expenditures $181 0 $172 5 $180 6 $191 6 $725 .7
Overestimated Appropriations $5 6 $19 3 $13 5 $8 2 $46 .6
Percentage Overestimatedb 3% 11% 7% 4% 6%
a Before interfund transfers 
b Overestimated appropriations divided by actual expenditures
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 l Retirement system contributions and

 l Occupational education 

These appropriations were overestimated by between 4 and 28 percent, or a total 
of approximately $47 million, from 2018-19 through 2021-22 (Figure 2).

Although historical trends showed that these appropriations had been previously 
overestimated, officials continued to increase the amount budgeted each year 
even though actual expenditures were consistently less than appropriations. 
For example, in 2020-21, actual expenditures for programs for students with 
disabilities totaled $17 million, which was $2.4 million less than appropriations. 
However, officials increased the 2021-22 appropriation for the program by 
approximately $8 million (46 percent) to approximately $25 million. Actual 
expenditures for 2021-22 were approximately $18 million, or approximately $6.4 
million less than budgeted 

The program for students with disabilities had a total four-year budget variance of 
$12.4 million. The Business Administrator told us that officials generally budgeted 
conservatively for these expenditures because the program’s total cost fluctuated 
each year based on students’ needs  

We reviewed the program’s total costs and found that costs increased each 
year by amounts ranging between $46,000 and $1.4 million, or between 1 and 
8 percent. The program’s total cost increased by approximately $2.4 million 
(15 percent) during the past four years, but appropriations increased by more 
than $6 million (34 percent) during the same period  The program also was 
partially funded with federal grants, but officials did not take grant funding into 
consideration when developing their budget estimates and, instead, levied taxes 

Figure 2: Cumulative Budget Variances, 2018-19 Through 2021-22 (in millions)

Appropriations
Actual 

Expenditures
Overestimated 
Appropriations

Percent

Program For Students With 
Disabilities $80 9 $68 5 $12 4 18%
Teacher Salaries – Regular 
School 291 9 280 6 11 3 4%
Hospital, Medical and Dental 
Insurance 76 4 65 1 11 3 17%
Plant Operations 41 1 33 5 7 6 23%
Retirement System 
Contributions 12 3 9 8 2 5 26%
Occupational Education 11 0 8 6 2 4 28%
Totals $513 .6 $466 .1 $47 .5 10%
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for the program’s total cost. However, if anticipated grant funds were considered, 
officials could provide a more accurate budget estimate each year and avoid 
levying real property taxes to pay for expenditures that likely would be covered by 
grants 

Appropriations for teacher salaries (regular school) were overestimated by 
between $1 million and $5 million. The Business Administrator told us that 
salaries were lower than estimated due to teachers taking extended unpaid leave 
and temporarily being replaced by substitute teachers, who were paid at lower 
rates. However, because salaries were determined by contractual agreements, 
officials should have been able to reasonably estimate these amounts in the 
annual budgets 

The Business Administrator told us that appropriations for hospital, medical and 
dental insurance; plant operations; and retirement system contributions were 
overestimated because these expenditures tended to fluctuate and were difficult 
for officials to estimate at budget time. The Business Administrator told us that, 
because the District was self-insured, its hospital, medical and dental insurance 
expenditures were based on actual claims rather than pre-established rates. 
Consequently, actual costs fluctuated from year to year, decreasing by more than 
$2 million in one year and then increasing by more than $2 million in another year  
However, the District’s health benefit costs on average totaled approximately $16 
million, or approximately 85 percent of hospital, medical and dental insurance 
appropriations each year. Therefore, expenditures were consistently less than the 
amount budgeted 

The Business Administrator also told us that plant operations expenditures 
were unpredictable due to fluctuating natural gas, electricity and fuel prices. 
However, we reviewed budget variances for utilities and found that, although they 
fluctuated from year to year, they still remained less than the appropriations by 
approximately $430,000 (2020-21) up to almost $1.9 million (2019-20). 

While certain expenditures, such as health benefit claims and fuel and electricity 
costs, fluctuated from year to year, and could be difficult to predict with certainty, 
officials should use historic trends to prepare better estimates  Officials also 
should consider previous years’ results of operations and surplus fund balance, 
which totaled $8.5 million at the end of 2021-22, that is available to accommodate 
such expenditures. Surplus fund balance is intended to cover unplanned 
expenditures.

In addition to using historic trends, officials should use any other information 
available to accurately estimate appropriations, such as retirement contribution 
rates provided by the retirement systems well before the budget is adopted. The 
Business Administrator told us that even though retirement contribution rates were 
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available and could be used to develop better budget estimates, officials instead 
increased appropriations each year, even when rates decreased.

District officials said that by consistently increasing appropriations they could 
minimize the effect of any potentially significant increase, should there be 
one, in any given year. However, when officials ignore contribution rates and 
systematically increase appropriations each year, whether needed or not, the 
District routinely levies more taxes than is needed. The Business Administrator 
confirmed that the appropriations for occupational education were overestimated. 
Therefore, he would include a more realistic estimate in the 2023-24 budget.

Furthermore, the Business administrator told us that when officials overestimated 
appropriations, this generated operating surpluses, which was used to make 
unbudgeted debt principal payments and reduce total outstanding indebtedness 
by approximately $4 million, fund capital and other reserves, and maintain 
surplus fund balance at 4 percent. However, a more appropriate means of 
funding reserves and paying down debt would be to include provisions in the 
annual budgets for these purposes and use other appropriations as budgeted  
District officials are not being transparent with the public when they intentionally 
overestimate appropriations to consistently create operating surpluses to fund 
reserves and pay down debt.

The Board and District Officials Appropriated Fund Balance That Was 
Not Needed

Because the Board and officials overestimated appropriations, it appeared that 
they needed to appropriate fund balance and increase real property taxes to 
close projected budget gaps. In the 2018-19 through 2021-22 budgets, officials 
appropriated an average of $5.5 million of fund balance and $4 million of reserves 
each fiscal year and increased real property taxes by approximately $11 million. 
However, the District incurred operating surpluses in each of these four fiscal 
years, which meant that appropriated fund balance and reserve funds were not 
needed to finance expenditures.

When fund balance and reserves are appropriated for the next year’s budget, the 
expectation is that there will be a planned operating deficit approximately equal to 
the amount of fund balance and reserves that was appropriated. Even though the 
adopted budgets suggested that the District would have operating deficits totaling 
$38 million, the District experienced an operating surplus in all four fiscal years 
totaling approximately $40 million, for a difference totaling $78 million.

Including appropriated fund balance in the annual budgets, which historically 
goes unneeded or unused, does not provide a transparent budget process for 
taxpayers. Officials’ practice of appropriating fund balance that is not needed to 
finance operations is, in effect, a reservation of fund balance that is not provided 
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for by statute. Also, it functions as a means to circumvent the statutory limit 
imposed on the level of surplus fund balance that the District may retain at the 
end of each fiscal year  The practice of appropriating fund balance that is not 
needed artificially reduces the amount of surplus fund balance subject to the 
statutory limit, giving the appearance that surplus fund balance is within or close 
to the statutory limit 

The District’s reported surplus fund balance was at the 4 percent statutory limit 
during our audit period. However, when unused appropriated fund balance of 
approximately $5.5 million is added back each fiscal year, the recalculated surplus 
fund balance exceeded the statutory limit by 3 percentage points (Figure 3).

We reviewed the 2022-
23 budget and found 
that officials continued 
similar budget practices  
For example, they 
appropriated the same 
amount of fund balance  
Also, the six budgeted 
appropriations previously 
discussed (with the most 
significant variances) 
increased by a total of 
approximately $18 million 
(16 percent) above 2021-
22 actual expenditures. 
As a result, we project 
an operating surplus for 
2022-23 

By continually 
appropriating fund balance that was not needed and overestimating budgeted 
appropriations, the Board and officials did not present the District’s surplus fund 
balance or budget in a transparent manner, maintained real property taxes at a 
level higher than necessary for operations and missed opportunities to lower real 
property taxes.

How Should the Board Manage Reserve Funds?

Districts are allowed to establish reserves and accumulate funds for certain 
future purposes (e.g., unemployment or retirement expenditures). While districts 
are generally not limited as to the amount of funds that can be held in reserves, 
the balances should be reasonable. A board should balance the intent for 

FIGURE 3
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accumulating funds for identified future needs with the obligation to ensure real 
property taxes are not higher than necessary.

To help ensure that reserve balances do not exceed the amount needed to 
address long-term obligations or planned expenditures, a board should adopt 
a comprehensive written policy that states the board’s rationale for establishing 
reserve funds and the objectives for each reserve, maximum targeted funding 
levels and conditions under which reserves will be used or replenished. The 
policy also should require periodic reviews of reserve balances to assess 
reasonableness 

The Board and District Officials Did Not Manage Reserves in a 
Transparent Manner

As of June 30, 2022, the District reported 11 general fund reserves totaling 
$61.6 million. For three capital reserves ($28 million), the maximum balance 
and intended use of the reserves was included in the capital reserve resolutions 
adopted by the Board and the propositions approved by the voters. The District 
also had the following reserves:

 l Employees retirement contribution ($8.5 million),

 l Teachers retirement contribution ($4.9 million),

 l Employee benefit accrued liability ($9.2 million),

 l Repair reserve ($5.5 million),

 l Workers’ compensation ($3 million),

 l Insurance reserve ($2 million),

 l Tax certiorari ($350,000) and

 l Unemployment insurance ($158,000).

The District’s reserve funds were properly established and reasonably funded. 
Also, the District’s reserve policy stated that “any and all District reserve funds 
shall be properly established and maintained to promote the goals of creating 
an open, transparent and accountable use of public funds.” However, with the 
exception of the capital reserves, insurance reserve and repair reserve, the Board 
and District officials were not fully transparent with the public. In addition, they did 
not update the reserve policy as recommended by our previous audit. The reserve 
policy does not establish maximum funding levels for each reserve, the conditions 
necessary for using reserve funds to finance related costs, or the circumstances 
under which reserve funds will be replenished.
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The District appropriated a total of $11 million in reserves as a funding source in 
the general fund budgets for 2018-19 through 2020-21. However, for some of the 
reserves in the past three fiscal years, officials prepared a fiscal year-end journal 
entry to charge related expenditures to the reserves and another journal entry to 
replenish the reserves, using a combination of interest earnings and operating 
surpluses. This practice generally restored the balances to their previous levels 
(before the expenditures were charged to them) or, in some instances, increased 
the reserve balances.

From 2018-19 through 2020-21, approximately $8 million was expended from 
these reserves, but approximately $12.6 million from operating surpluses and 
approximately $700,000 in interest was used to replenish these reserves. For 
example, in 2019-20, approximately $2.4 million was appropriated from the 
employees retirement contribution reserve and used to pay retirement contribution 
expenditures. However, the reserve was replenished for the same amount and 
increased by $94,000 with interest earnings.

Similarly, $600,000 was appropriated from the workers’ compensation reserve 
and used to pay claims. However, the reserve was replenished by $1.5 million 
(more than the amount expensed plus interest). As a result, these reserve funds 
were not actually used as indicated in the adopted budget 

For 2021-22, officials appropriated $3.8 million from these reserves, expended 
$3.8 million, replenished the employees retirement contribution reserve by $1.8 
million and funded the teachers retirement contribution reserve by $1.7 million.

A more appropriate method the Board could use to demonstrate its intent to fund 
or replenish reserves would be to include a provision in the proposed budget to 
increase the reserves, so that residents could have an opportunity to approve or 
deny the increases. In this way, District residents would be aware of the Board’s 
intent to both fund and charge expenditures to reserves during the upcoming 
fiscal year 

What Do We Recommend?

The Board and District officials should:

1. Develop and adopt budgets that include reasonable estimates for 
appropriations and the amount of fund balance that will be used to finance 
operations 

2  Discontinue the practice of appropriating fund balance that is not needed 
or used to fund operations 

…[T]hese 
reserve 
funds were 
not actually 
used as 
indicated in 
the adopted 
budget 



Office of the New York State Comptroller       9

3. Revise the reserve fund policy to ensure that it identifies optimal or 
targeted funding levels for each reserve and the conditions under which 
each reserve fund will be used or replenished.

4. Include provisions in the adopted budget for funding and replenishing 
reserves.
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Appendix A: Response From District Officials

See
Note 1
Page 18

See
Note 2
Page 18
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See
Note 2
Page 18
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See
Note 3
Page 18

See
Note 3
Page 18
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See
Note 4
Page 18
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See
Note 5
Page 18

See
Note 6
Page 18

See
Note 4
Page 18

See
Note 7
Page 19
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See
Note 2
Page 18

See
Note 6
Page 18
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Appendix B: OSC Comments on the District’s 
Response

Note 1

Appropriated fund balance is the amount of fund balance that the Board 
and District officials should plan to use toward the next year’s budget and to 
reduce the real property tax levy. In a structurally balanced budget, recurring 
revenues will be sufficient to cover recurring expenditures or appropriations. 
When estimated revenues do not cover estimated expenditures, officials may 
appropriate fund balance to help finance operations, which will result in an 
operating deficit and a reduction in fund balance 

Note 2

Although the COVID-19 pandemic created a degree of financial uncertainty, 
before the pandemic the Board and District officials consistently overestimated 
appropriations, appropriated fund balance that was not needed and unnecessarily 
increased the real property tax levy.

Note 3

The Board and District officials did not include the interfund transfers in the annual 
budgets or spending plans presented to and approved by District residents and 
taxpayers. Using unbudgeted interfund transfers to reduce surplus fund balance 
is not transparent to taxpayers.

Note 4

As indicated in Note 1, appropriated fund balance is the amount of fund balance 
that the Board and District officials should plan to use toward the next year’s 
budget and to reduce the real property tax levy. Including appropriated fund 
balance in the annual budgets, which historically goes unneeded or unused, does 
not provide a transparent budget process.

Note 5

While fund balance can be appropriated in the budget to help finance operations, 
consistently doing so – instead of planning to use recurring revenue sources – 
is not recommended by the State Comptroller’s Office because it can deplete 
surplus fund balance to levels that cannot cover contingencies and provide 
adequate cash flow 

Note 6

Surplus fund balance serves as a financial cushion for unexpected events and 
maintaining cash flow. To maintain fiscal stability, the Board and District officials 
must adopt realistic budgets that are structurally balanced  They also must ensure 
that the level of surplus fund balance maintained is sufficient to provide adequate 
cash flow and hedge against unanticipated expenditures and revenue shortfalls.
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Note 7

As stated in the report, the District’s reserves were reasonably funded. Our report 
does not take issue with the District’s funding of its reserves. However, including 
the appropriation or use of reserve funds in the proposed budget, but not 
including the plan to add funds back to the reserves, is not transparent.
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Appendix C: Audit Methodology and Standards

We conducted this audit pursuant to Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution 
and the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article 3 of the New York 
State General Municipal Law. To achieve the audit objective and obtain valid audit 
evidence, our audit procedures included the following:

 l We interviewed the Board and District officials and reviewed relevant 
Board meeting minutes and District policies to gain an understanding of 
the District’s financial management policies, procedures and budgeting 
practices 

 l We reviewed the general fund budgets from 2018-19 through 2021-22 to 
determine whether they were reasonable and structurally balanced, by 
comparing adopted budgets with actual results of operations (excluding 
interfund transfers) and analyzed significant budget-to-actual variances.

 l We reviewed and calculated surplus fund balance as a percentage of the 
next year’s appropriations for 2018-19 through 2021-22 to assess whether 
the District complied with statute 

 l We reviewed the adopted 2022-23 general fund budget to determine whether 
it had budgeting practices similar to previous years.

 l We recalculated surplus fund balance as a percentage of the next year’s 
appropriations after adding back the unused appropriated fund balance 

 l We reviewed reserve fund activity from 2018-19 through 2021-22 and 
reserve fund balances as of June 30, 2022 to assess whether they were 
established properly, used appropriately and funded reasonably.

 l We reviewed the corrective action plan that the District submitted in 
response to our 2016 audit report to determine whether the District took 
appropriate corrective action.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards (GAGAS). 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 objective. 
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objective.

The Board has the responsibility to initiate corrective action. A written corrective 
action plan (CAP) that addresses the findings and recommendations in this report 
must be prepared and provided to our office within 90 days, pursuant to Section 
35 of General Municipal Law, Section 2116-a (3)(c) of New York State Education 
Law and Section 170.12 of the Regulations of the Commissioner of Education. To 
the extent practicable, implementation of the CAP must begin by the end of the 
next fiscal year. For more information on preparing and filing your CAP, please 
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refer to our brochure, Responding to an OSC Audit Report, which you received 
with the draft audit report. The CAP should be posted on the District’s website for 
public review.
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Appendix D: Resources and Services

Regional Office Directory 
www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/pdf/regional-directory.pdf

Cost-Saving Ideas – Resources, advice and assistance on cost-saving ideas 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Fiscal Stress Monitoring – Resources for local government officials experiencing fiscal problems 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/fiscal-monitoring

Local Government Management Guides – Series of publications that include technical information 
and suggested practices for local government management 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Planning and Budgeting Guides – Resources for developing multiyear financial, capital, strategic and 
other plans 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/resources/planning-resources

Protecting Sensitive Data and Other Local Government Assets – A non-technical cybersecurity 
guide for local government leaders  
www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/publications/pdf/cyber-security-guide.pdf

Required Reporting – Information and resources for reports and forms that are filed with the Office of 
the State Comptroller  
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/required-reporting

Research Reports/Publications – Reports on major policy issues facing local governments and State 
policy-makers  
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Training – Resources for local government officials on in-person and online training opportunities on a 
wide range of topics 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/academy
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