Don Adams

From: David Nicholson

Sent: Friday, March 08, 2019 8:11 AM
To: ‘donadams@jacksonnc.org'

Cc: Amy Bason; Neil A, Emory
Subject: Update - transparency

Hi Don --

I have met with the staff from the Department of State Treasurer's Local Government Division a couple of
times in the past month. | am not sure that | have much more guidance from them on the issue that you are
asking about than | had before those meetings.

They are not involved in any work on a statewide website where local governments financial information
would be posted. Although there may be such an effort within other state agencies,

| also asked them about any guidance that they have given to the cities and counties about posting their
financial information on their own website. Formally, they have not provided any direction. However, they are
aware of some issues that have arisen due to the type of financial information that was piaced on a couple of
counties websites.

They indicated that a couple of counties posted their weekly check runs and have had persons call the Finance
Departments and ask for addresses for future checks be sent to different addresses. One county actually
changed the address before realizing that it was a fraudulent request. Basically, their overall stance is that it is
the local units call about how much information is posted. But, they would not recommend posting a check
run or allowing persons to actually access the software. A report should be posted in some type of 'pdf'
format. As you may be aware, a large number of counties post their completed audit as a pdf on their website.

As | told you earlier, | am serving on a Steering Committee which has been established by the State Treasurer's
office to help select a vendor to provide-a simple financial software solution for local units. In some ways, |
gather that this is one of the issues that was raised as a part of any statewide transparency project. A large
number of small units have access only to a limited financial software. Although this software would be
optional, the Treasurers' staff believes that without assisting these units with a better software package would
allow for better financial transparency. This project will assist the units with their daily processing; with being
better prepared for the annual audit and the Annual Financial Report.

Sorry that | can't provide much more assistance. If | learn any additional information, | will iet you know.

David

David Nicholson

Outreach Assoclate

North Carolina Association of County Commissioners
Phone (828) 606-5628

www.ncacc.org
www.welcometoyourcounty.org




GOVERNMENTAL BUDGETARY TRANSPARENCY/EXPENDITURES ONLINE

SECTION 7.17.(a) in coordination with the State Controller and the Office of State Budget and
Management {OSBM), the State Chief Information Officer {State ClO) shall establish a State budget
transparency Internet Web site to provide information on budget expenditures for each State agency for
each fiscal year beginning 2015-2016.

SECTION 7.17.{b) In addition, the State CO shall coordinate with counties, cities, and local
education agencles to facilitate the posting of thelr respective focal entity budgetary and spending data
on thelr respective Internet Web sites and to provide the data to the Local Government Commission (LGC}
. to be published, In a standardized format, on the State budget transparency Internet Web site established
in subsection {a) of this section,

SECTION 7.17.{c) The Internet Web sites mandated by this section shall be fully functional by
Aprll 1, 2016. Each Internet Web site shall:

(1 Be user-friendly with easy-to-use search features and data provided in formats that

can be readily downloaded and analyzed by the public.

{2} Include budgeted amounts and actual expenditures for each State agency or local

entity budget code,

(3) Include information on receipts and expenditures from and to all sources, including

vendor payments, updated on a monthly basls.

SECTION 7.17.{d) £ach State agency, county, city, and local education agency shall work with
the State C10, the State Controller, and the OSBM to ensure that complete and accurate budget and
spending information is provided in a timely manner as directed by the State ClO. Each State agency
internet Web site shall include a hyperlink to the State's budget transparency internet Web site. The LGC
shall work with the State ClO to post data on the LGC's Internet Web site in a consistent manner that
allows camparlsons between the local entities providing data under subdivision {2} of subsection (c) of
thls section. ,

SECTION 7.17.fe} There is appropriated from the General Fund to the Office of State Budget
and Management the sum of eight hundred fourteen thousand dollars ($814,000) for the 2015-2016 fiscal
year for the purpose of implementing the provisions of this section,
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Coates' Canons Blog: State and Local Government Financial Data Transparency Law
By iara Millonzl
Artlcle: https:ﬂcanons.sog.unc.eduiatate-and-local-govemmenl-ﬂnancIal-data-transparency-lawl

This entry was posted on March 17, 2016 and Is flled undar Finance & Tax, Financial Managemant & Overalght, Misoellangous, Open
Govarnment

A provision in the state budgel, Section 7.17 of 8.1, 2015-241, set new transparency requirements related to cortain
financlal data of state agencies, counties, municipalities, and local school administrative units. The law mandates full
compliance by Aprli 1, 2016, But what does it actually require?

This post summarizes he new provisions and discusses what, if anything, local governments and local school
administrative units must do by April 1,

Wandates for State Agencles

The new law requires the State Chief Information Officer (State CIO) to sstablish a state budget transparency “Internet
Web site” that provides Infarmation on budget expenditures for the state. At a minimum, the website must Include
*hudgeted amounts and actual expenditures” for each state agency. It also must provide Information on “receipts and
expenditures from and lo all scurces, including vendor payments . . . ." This information Is to be uploaded on a monthly
pasls. Futthermore, ail of the financial data must be provided in an easily searchable format “fhat can be readily
downloaded and analyzed by the pubtic.” The State CIO is directed to coordinate with the State Controller and Office of
State Budget and Management (OSBM) to produce a “fully functional’ website by April 1, 2016,

Mandates for Counties, Municipalities, and Local School Administrative Units

For counties, municipalities, and local school administrative units, the directive is lass clear. The law appears to require
that, beginning on Aprit 1, 2016, each county, municipality, and local schoof administrative unit {herainafter "local unit’}
also post lts own budgeting and monthly expenditure dafa (including vendor payments) on Its respective website, and that
this data be in an easily searchable farmat that can be readily downloaded and analyzed. It further states that sach local
unit must provide this data to the Local Government Comrnlgsion (LGC), which, In turn, must publish the data ina
standardized format on the State budget transparency website.

Howaever, the law also appears to empower the State GO to specify the format in which each local unit must publish the
financlal data and to otherwise establish the process for compliance at the local level. Specifically, the law states that
“[6]ach State agency, county, city, and focal education agency shall work with the State CIO, the State Controller, and the
OSEM o snsure that complete and accurate budget and spending Information is provided in a Umely manner as direcied
by the State CIO." Section 7.17(d) of S.L. 20156-241 (emphasis added). Section 7.17(b) also instructs the State CIO lo
coordinate with local units “to facilitate.the posting of their respective Jocal entity budgetary and spending data" on their
respeciive wabslites. Thus, at least arguably, a local unit's duty to comply with the law is not triggered until the State clO

provides a standardized format for uploading the budget and expenditure data to the unit's website and for transfarring it to
the LGC.

‘This interpretation makes practical sense because the taw clearfy envislons that the state and local data will be available
in one spot and in a format that allows for searchabliity and data comparisons across jurisdictions. Local unils use a
variety of different budget formats and different accounting systems to track expenditures. There are standardized charts
of accounts for local governments (and school units), but even the account codes vary depending on the slze of the
government enlity. And actual accounting systems vary significantly across local units. Local budgeting and axpsnditure
data cannot be easily analyzed or compared without & uniform format for compiling it. Howsver, given the variations ]
budgeting and expenditure tracking across jurisdictions, developing a unlform format for this data [s no easy task. In fact, it
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may be impossible lo devise a uniform format that does not require most, if not all, focal units to manually enter all of thelr
expendlture data into a separate database on a monthly basis. Perhaps recognizing this difficulty, to date, the State CIO
has not promulgated a uniform format for local financlal data. )

\Where does that leave counties, municipalities, and school units? As | stated above, it is not entirety clear whether or not a
locat unit has an independent responsibillty to post its budgstary and expenditure data on its website by Aprii 1, even if the
Stats CIO does not provide a template or otherwise spaclfy a uniform format for dolng so. | think there 18 & good argument
that a local unit’s duty is triggered only upon directive of the State ClO, o stated another way, that a |ocal unlt simply
cannot comply with the law until a standardized format Is established at the state fevel, Given the statutory amblgulty,
thaugh, each focal unit should consult with its attorney to determine whether thers I3 a way to comply with the new law in

the sbsence of a standard format approved by the State CIQ.
Voluntary Comptiance by Local Units

Of course, even if it is not mandated to do o, a locat government or schoo! unlt may choose o post the budgst and
expenditure information on its website, or otherwise make it publicly available. A session at the March 3, 2016 North
Carolina Government Finance Offlcars Conference revealad that many local uniis have underiaken at least some
transparency efforts related to financial data. A cursory survey of the websites of larger to mid-size units shows that
several posi their own budget and annual financlal reporting information. Far fewar provide expenditure data at the vendor
tovel, though. And most of the data that is published s in a stafic format such that it cannot be easily analyzed, or in some
cases, even searched, Chatham County, for exampls, publishes its checkbook reglsters on a monthiy basls but In a pdf
format (click hera). it also provides a link to all county contracts that require board approval {click here).

At loast a fow units electronically publish their financial data in a format that allows for more sophisticated analysls. Wake

County created a robust tool lo search and evaluate the county's budgst and expenditure data, called WATCH. According
to the county,

WATCH is a single point of reference to review how your tax dallars are being spent and other pertinent
information related to stewardship and flscal responsibility of county government programs. As you browse the
WATCH site, you wilt be able to view Information about county government expenditures, view transactions
with vendors, and compare the budget to actual expenses.

The WATCH data is updated regulatly and contains transactions related to the General Fund for _{h'e cusrent
fiscal year (July-June). '

Some local unit financial data is compiled and made available electronically by state agencles, The LEC, for example,
collects and posts detailed expenditure and revenue data of the local governments over which It has oversight authority
{click hera). The data can be downloaded into Excel sproadshests for ease of analysis. The North Carolina Dapariment of
Public Instruction (DP) does the same for school units (click here). And the North Carolina Department of Revente (DOR)

posts compited data on state-shared revenue sources for local governments (click here), Several local unils provide links
to this data on their own websites. ’

Cautlonary Note About Private Information

If your unit is considering making its budget and expenditure data electronically accessible, be careful to do so ina
manner that does not violate other state or federal laws. This Is particularly true when posting vendor or payee data. From
a technological perspective, it may be easy for a local unit to post its checkbook ragister to provide monthly expenditure
and vendor data. A ynit must make sure, however, that nong of the records or information In the checkbook register Is
confidential under state or federal laws. To be safe, a local unitis well advised to have its attorney review the data, and
make any nacessary redactions, before publlshing.

Links

« www.noleg.net/Sesslons/2015/Bills/House/PDF/HE7vo.pdf
« www.chathamne,orglindex, aspx?page=15803
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www.wikegov.comibudgetiwatchPagesidefault aspx
www.nctreasurer.com/sig/im/financlal-analysis/Pages/default. aspx

This blog post 15 published and posted online by the Schoot of Govamment 1o addrass lsaues of [lerest to government officiats. This blog post ks for educational and fnfarmationst
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