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The Inspector General's Office has conducted a review of the Fire Department's payroll operations and procedures. Set forth below is the report of our findings.

Background

Yonkers municipal government has a decentralized payroll system in which the largest departments -- Police, Fire, DPW and Parks -- process their own payroll. The administrative staff in these departments directly input payroll information (including the number of hours worked and the amount of leave taken) into the City's computerized payroll database, which in turn generates paychecks. The City's central payroll office, which is part of the Finance Department, plays a relatively minor administrative role, and does not directly supervise or review the payroll operations of the departments with independent payrolls.  The Inspector General's review of the Fire Department's payroll is a part of our review of payroll procedures Citywide.


In order to understand the Fire Department's payroll procedures, it is necessary to have at least a basic familiarity with the Department's complicated and arcane scheduling and staffing procedures which are set forth in the City's collective bargaining agreements ("contracts") with the Firefighters and Fire Officers Unions.  The contracts dictate almost every aspect of scheduling and staffing, and require specific levels of "minimum manning" for daily operations.


The minimum manning provisions require that at all times the 12 firehouses in the City be staffed with 54 firefighters, 18 fire officers, 2 battalion chiefs, 2 battalion chief drivers, 1 safety officer and 1 arson investigator -- for a total of 78 firefighters and officers that are always on duty.


Under the contracts, all firefighters and fire officers are scheduled to work 4 shifts every 9 days. (There are 2 regularly scheduled day shifts of 10 hours each and 2 regularly scheduled night shifts of 14 hours each.) There is, however, a great deal of flexibility in how firefighters and fire officers can reschedule their work tours. The union contracts allow for "mutual" shift swaps. Under the "mutual" system, members of the Department make private arrangements among themselves to work each other's assigned shifts almost without limitation,
 and thus can radically alter their schedules. By agreeing to work "mutuals", instead of working the scheduled 2 night and 2 day shifts in a 9 day period, most firefighters and officers work two 24 hour shifts every nine days.


The central administration in the Fire Department's headquarters located on New School Street manages all issues concerning scheduling and payroll. The primary focus of management's work is ensuring that each firehouse is fully staffed for all shifts, thereby meeting the contractual minimum manning mandate. 


Because of departmental vacancies and absences from firefighters and officers using sick, vacation, personal and compensatory time, on every shift the administration must reassign ("deploy") firefighters and officers from their regularly assigned firehouses to undermanned houses, and also hire firefighters and officers to work overtime in order to meet minimum manning requirements.
 In a given two-week pay period, it is common for fire fighters and officers to work between 3,000 and 5,000 hours in overtime. (For every 3,600 hours in overtime it costs the City approximately $200,000.)


Most of the recordkeeping involved in tracking the Department's scheduling changes and overtime is done manually. As a result, the payroll is supported by a substantial amount of paperwork that documents the overtime worked and leave time accrued. The payroll itself is processed by one payroll administrator. Her job is essentially collating all of the overtime performed and leave taken and entering it into the City's centralized payroll database.

Inspector General Review

We conducted a review of the June 6, 2002 payroll records for 15 firefighters and fire officers assigned to 5 different firehouses. In this limited review, our objective was to verify that in each instance the firefighter or fire officer's pay was consistent with documented attendance records, and in full compliance with the terms and conditions of the applicable collective bargaining agreements and other departmental rules and regulations. We spoke extensively with Deputy Chief for Administration George Kielb, as well as other departmental staff involved in the payroll/scheduling process including, the fire safety officer, manpower officer and payroll administrator. In addition we reviewed all relevant supporting documentation including: the monthly department manpower schedules, daily manning lists and overtime slips for the 15 firefighters and officers that we reviewed, and the overtime log used to total all overtime for a given pay period. We also reviewed both the Firefighters and Fire Officers' contracts with the City as well as the Department's Regulations for the Uniformed Force of the Fire Department of the City of Yonkers.

Findings, Observations and Recommendations
Payroll Documentation 


Our analysis of the documentation supporting the June 6, 2002 payroll found that the records were complete and accurate in all 15 cases that were the subject of the review. The focus of our review was on verifying the accuracy of overtime calculations and payments. Thus, we compared all submitted overtime slips to the daily attendance lists prepared at the stationhouses. We then matched the overtime slips and attendance lists to the overtime log, which was created by the payroll administrator, and to the paychecks. In all cases, the underlying records fully supported the paychecks that the firefighters and officers received.

Compliance with Collective Bargaining Agreements and Other Applicable

Rules 

In conjunction with our review of the June 6, 2002 payroll, we wanted to confirm that all scheduling and payroll procedures were in compliance with the applicable Union contracts and other articulated rules and regulations. In this regard our review of the documents raised two questions: 1) whether firefighters were permitted to work more than 24 hours consecutively, which is prohibited; and 2) whether the administrative use of squad changes was creating unwarranted overtime.


The Union contract and informal departmental policy prohibit and regulate a member of the department from working more than 24 hours in a row. Deputy Chief Kielb explained that although the Department does not specifically track consecutive hours worked because the use of mutual swaps is essentially unregulated, he believes that abuse of the 24 hour rule is limited, because there is an unwritten policy that if a firefighter is caught exceeding the 24 hour limit, he will be denied the ability to work overtime for the near future.
(Deputy Kielb stated that emergencies could override this informal policy, and also acknowledged that on occasions firemen have been found to violate the policy.)

Although we do not believe this to be a serious problem, we recommend that the Department adopt and strictly enforce a clear policy regarding the 24 hour limitation. There are important safety reasons why firemen should not work multiple shifts without interruption. The Department and the residents of Yonkers want to be sure that all firefighters on the job are alert and well rested and prepared to handle all requests for service.

With respect to squad changes, our review revealed that on occasion, firefighters who are returning from vacation are assigned to a different squad, which has the effect of extending the vacation for up to several days. We were concerned that these squad changes could create unwarranted overtime issues and could also possibly lead to the improper elimination of regularly scheduled tours from a fireman's yearly schedule. According to Deputy Kielb the changes are made to assure the proper staffing of all squads. As a matter of policy, the Department wants there to be regularly assigned firemen to every squad. The squad changes are made when a squad becomes continuously understaffed because of vacancies or extended leave. He asserted that there was no additional impact on overtime because overtime hiring would be required to fill vacancies regardless of the squad change.

Our review of these squad changes revealed that there is only a small impact on scheduling and overtime, and we are satisfied that the practice does not significantly reduce the required number of shifts that firemen work. Although individual firemen may sometime benefit from receiving an extended vacation, the shifts appear not to create the need for additional overtime.

Mutual Swaps

Under the Union contracts firefighters and officers are scheduled to work approximately 162 shifts each year. It is prevalent, however, through contract-sanctioned "mutual swaps" for firefighters and officers to regularly combine their day and night tours into 24 hour shifts. Thus, it is common for firemen to work a total of 81, 24 hour shifts each year. (This total does not include time taken for vacation, personal, sick or other forms of leave.) 


Under the contracts, mutual swaps are impermissible if they result in additional overtime.  In our limited review, we did not find any instances of mutual swaps causing overtime that violates the contracts.  (A comprehensive review of the impact of mutual swaps on scheduling, overtime and payroll was beyond the scoop of our review.)

Policy and Procedure Manual


The Regulations for the Uniformed Force of the Fire Department of the City of Yonkers were drafted almost twenty years ago. As admitted by Deputy Chief Kielb, many of these provisions are obsolete and no longer pertain to the operation of the Department. As per our review of payroll and scheduling matters, the existing regulations were almost non-existent.


Although the Union contracts dictate most of the policies and procedures of the Department, we believe that it is important that the Department promulgate pertinent rules and regulations regarding those matters that are not spelled out in the contract. This is particularly important for administrative procedures relating to payroll and scheduling.

Internal Controls


One important aspect of the payroll operations that we believe needs improvement is the strengthening of internal controls to ensure the integrity of the system. Although we found no errors in the payroll that we reviewed, and emphasize that from our limited vantage point it appears that everyone involved in the scheduling and payroll system have performed their jobs with the utmost integrity, we believe that there is an inherent, systemic vulnerability to mistakes or abuse that should be corrected. 


The current system is vulnerable because there is a lack of meaningful internal review and external audit to verify the accuracy of the payroll information that the Department inputs into the City's centralized payroll database. The Department's payroll administrator works independently and her work is not reviewed. Given the autonomy of the payroll administrator and lack of meaningful oversight, it would be easy to manipulate the payroll data to improperly increase Fire Department employees' paychecks. Similarly, honest mistakes in collating the extensive amounts of overtime are likely to go undetected.


We are also concerned that, given the independence of the Department's payroll system from the City's centralized payroll, the Fire Department, in essence, pays itself. This creates an inherent conflict of interest. Standard management practice dictates that there should be a clear separation between the payroll office and the department's employees. The Fire Department is a close knit organization in which virtually everyone knows one another. These familiar relationships could easily lend themselves to awkward if not improper dealings regarding payroll related decisions. Additionally, because there is no audit or review function, there is very little likelihood that any improper manipulation of the payroll would be detected.


We want to emphasize that we are being critical of the payroll system and not the employees who are currently implementing it. Based on our overall review of Citywide payroll procedures, we have concluded that all payroll operations should be transferred to the City's Finance Department's central office of payroll. As part of a centralized payroll system, it should be possible to build in the necessary safeguards to ensure the accuracy of all City paychecks, and at the same time minimize inefficiencies and duplication of effort.

Automation


Currently, the payroll and scheduling procedures within the Fire Department are not highly automated. Many of the Department's records regarding scheduling, staffing and overtime are still manually maintained. Payroll and scheduling information is not integrated into the Department's computer system. As a result, the task of meeting the Department's daily scheduling and staffing needs can often be cumbersome and time-consuming. Additionally, it is presently difficult to audit the voluminous departmental records.


The Department has recommended that the City purchase scheduling software known as Telestaff, which has an estimated initial cost of $70,000. We have done some preliminary research regarding the software's functions, and agree that, if fully implemented, it could greatly simplify the Department's scheduling and staffing procedures. (Linda Infante, the MIS Director, is aware of the product and its capabilities and agrees that it would be a significant upgrade for the Fire Department.) Moreover, according to Deputy Chief Kielb, if the Department implements a computerized scheduling and staffing system, at least one firefighter currently assigned to the manpower office could be re-assigned to a firehouse squad, and thus, reduce the need to fill vacancies through overtime.


For management purposes, we recommend that the Telestaff software, or some similar product, be purchased and implemented. Once scheduling and staffing are fully automated, the Department will be better able to keep track of and review employees' schedules, and to monitor overtime, leave, and mutual swaps. 

Fire Department Response 


We provided Fire Commissioner Anthony Pagano with a draft copy of this report for his review and comment, and thereafter we met with him and members of his staff to review and discuss our findings. The Commissioner's major concern was that if the payroll function were to be transferred to the City's central payroll office, the Fire Department might lose the expertise of its current payroll administrator, making the administration of the Department less efficient. He believed that because of the intricacies of the Fire Department's collective bargaining agreements, it is necessary to have an internal payroll administrator in charge of all payroll functions. He also expressed concern that the Department would lose the benefit of having the Department's payroll administrator perform non-payroll related work.


In addressing the Commissioner's concerns, although we understand the reasons for his comfort level with, and defense of, the current payroll system, we are not, however, persuaded by his arguments. We believe that the City's payroll -- for all its employees -- should be a separate Finance Department function. While every department needs capable payroll administrators, the input and review of payroll data, no matter how intricate or complicated, should be performed by the central payroll office, which would put in place the necessary internal controls -- including audit and review functions -- to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the payroll. It is our belief that under the current decentralized system there are inadequate safeguards to ensure the integrity of the payroll system.


In addition to discussing the effects of transferring the payroll function to the City's central payroll office, we also spoke about the Department's need for a fully integrated, computerized payroll system. We all agreed that it makes sense to procure such a system as soon as possible.

Conclusion


Our limited review of the June 6, 2002, Fire Department payroll confirmed that the Department's payroll records are accurate and fully support the paychecks that the firefighters and officers received for that pay period. We are also satisfied that the Department's payroll procedures, while cumbersome, are in compliance with the City's collective bargaining agreements with the Fire Unions.


We note, however, that the scheduling and payroll procedures within the Department are complicated and arcane; that there is no up-to-date policy and procedure manual; that the practice of mutual swaps is unregulated; that for the most part the scheduling and payroll process is not automated and all records are still being maintained manually; and, that there is no system of internal or external audit or review. Although we found no errors in our limited review, because of these systemic weaknesses, we believe that the current system is vulnerable to mistakes and abuse.


We believe that the vulnerability stems from the fact that the Department administers its own payroll without any real oversight from the City's central payroll office. While the Department appears to be doing a good job administering its own payroll, as a matter of overall City policy, the payroll function should be the responsibility of the City's payroll office in the Finance Department. As part of a centralized payroll, the City could work to bring greater automation to the system and also build in the necessary safeguards to guarantee the integrity of all employee paychecks Citywide. 

� There are 18 companies on duty at all times. A company consists of 3 firefighters and 1 fire officer, who are assigned to a single firefighting apparatus. At all times companies staff 11 engines, 6 ladder trucks and 1 rescue truck. 


� The one limitation is that no one is supposed to work more than 24 hours consecutively without at least one shift off. All mutuals must be reciprocated within 12 months.


� The deployment of firefighters and officers from one firehouse to another is administered by a Safety Officer. The hiring of firefighters and officers to perform overtime tours, and all record- keeping associated with overtime, is performed by the manpower office. All scheduling and payroll matters are overseen by the Department's Deputy Chief for Administration George Kielb.
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