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Resources to Manage School District Budgeting
during the COVID-19 Crisis
The Office of the New York State Comptroller (OSC) recognizes the COVID-19 pandemic has
created an environment of uncertainty for school district officials in dealing with their financial
operations and the challenges they face as they work to put together balanced budgets for the
upcoming fiscal year.
Due to the closure of school districts across New York and the subsequent changes to
programs and operations, school districts may end the current fiscal year with significantly
different operating results than anticipated prior to the pandemic. This may drive changes to a
district’s fund balance levels.1
Next year, school districts may face significant budget shortfalls. As a result, school districts will
contend with several financial management challenges. We believe the following information
and resources that are readily available may help school districts manage a district’s financial
operations during these unprecedented times.
Managing Fund Balance Levels
If school district officials project that they will have surplus fund balance as they near the end of
the fiscal year, they should consider the following:
•

Appropriating surplus fund balance to reduce next year’s real property tax levy,
especially in light of the current economic times that many taxpayers are currently
facing.

•

Evaluating current outstanding debt to determine if surplus funds could be used to
partially or fully retire debt.

•

Determining if there are any needed one-time purchases that could be paid for with the
surplus funds.

•

Assessing existing reserve fund balance levels to see if there is a need for additional
funding to meet future anticipated requirements or creating new reserve funds to meet
future anticipated needs.

1
Fund balance is simply the difference between revenues and expenditures accumulated over time. School districts can retain
surplus fund balance, but for the general fund they are limited by law (New York State Real Property Tax Law, Section 1318) to
retaining no more than 4 percent of the next year’s appropriations.
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o

It is preferable that funding of reserves is done through the budget process to
ensure transparency and accountability and to obtain the approval of the
taxpayers. However, Board of Education-approved transfers of surplus fund
balance to reserves may be a prudent action as the current fiscal year nears its
end.

o

School district officials should, however, be mindful that reserve funds should
not merely be a means to place surplus fund balance in an account without a
reasonable expectation for use. Officials need to balance the desirability of
accumulating reserves for future needs with the obligation to make sure
taxpayers are not overburdened by these practices.

School district officials should consider which options would best suit their specific financial
situations while considering both their short- and long-term needs and follow all statutory
requirements for whichever options they do use. For example, using significant amounts of fund
balance and reserves to finance next year’s expenditures could make funding expenditures in
future years difficult if limited, or no, fund balance or reserves are available as options to fund
them.
Additionally, as school district officials prepare budgets for the upcoming fiscal year, they should
be mindful of the following:


Spending levels and financial resources must be accurately gauged to ensure that
planned services are properly funded;



Reserve funds, if available, should be considered as a source to fund appropriations
related to the purposes for which the reserves were created. Doing so can provide a
degree of financial stability and help mitigate the need to cut services or raise taxes; and



Surplus fund balance should be considered as a source used to address both expected
and unexpected revenue shortfalls, any unforeseen expenditures or to help ensure that
adequate cash flow is available to help the school districts meet their needs to disburse
money in a timely manner.

In the event of COVID-19-related changes to any of the guidance contained in this document,
follow-up guidance will be issued.
Resources
The OSC has a number of resources available on our website for school district officials to help
address fiscal challenges they face now and in the upcoming fiscal year, including cost savings
measures as they examine their operations.
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Local Government Management Guide Publications

Understanding the
Budget Process

Reserve Funds

Financial Condition
Analysis

Shared Services in
Local Governments

Recorded Webinars
Click the image to the right to gain access to the library of webinars available for local officials,
including:







Commonly Misunderstood Concepts in Budgeting
Managing Your Cash Flow
Appropriated Fund Balance
Multiyear Planning
A How-To Guide to Shared Services
Managing Travel and Conference Expenses

Cost-Saving Ideas
Click the image to the right for a list of cost-saving topic areas and resources, including:





Cash Management for Local Governments
Managing Workers’ Compensation Costs
How to Reduce Energy Costs
Managing Your Travel and Conference Expenses

Technical Assistance
While the Division of Local Government and School Accountability Regional Offices are
currently closed, our staff are working remotely and are available to assist you. If you are
unable to reach a person by phone, leave a message and we will return your call.
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110 State Street, 12th floor, Albany, NY 12236
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Elliott Auerbach, Deputy Comptroller
Tracey Hitchen Boyd, Assistant Comptroller
Randy Partridge, Assistant Comptroller
Audits, Local Government Services and
Professional Standards • 518.474.5404
(Audits, Technical Assistance, Accounting and Audit Standards)

Local Government and School Accountability
Help Line • 866.321.8503 or 518.408.4934
(Electronic Filing, Financial Reporting, Justice Courts, Training)

Division of Legal Services

Municipal Law Section • 518.474.5586

New York State & Local Retirement System
Retirement Information Services
Inquiries on Employee Benefits and Programs
518.474.7736

GLENS FALLS

BUFFALO
BINGHAMTON

NEWBURGH

www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov
Executive • 518.474.4037

SYRACUSE
ROCHESTER

HAUPPAUGE

Technical Assistance is available at any of our Regional Offices
BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 607.721.8306 • Fax 607.721.8313 • Email Muni-Binghamton@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Broome, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Schoharie, Sullivan, Tioga, Tompkins

BUFFALO REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 716.847.3647 • Fax 716.847.3643 • Email Muni-Buffalo@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, Genesee, Niagara, Orleans, Wyoming

GLENS FALLS REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 518.793.0057 • Fax 518.793.5797 • Email Muni-GlensFalls@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Albany, Clinton, Essex, Franklin, Fulton, Hamilton, Montgomery, Rensselaer, Saratoga,
Schenectady, Warren, Washington

HAUPPAUGE REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 631.952.6534 • Fax 631.952.6091 • Email Muni-Hauppauge@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Nassau, Suffolk

NEWBURGH REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 845.567.0858 • Fax 845.567.0080 • Email Muni-Newburgh@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Columbia, Dutchess, Greene, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Ulster, Westchester

ROCHESTER REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 585.454.2460 • Fax 585.454.3545 • Email Muni-Rochester@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Cayuga, Chemung, Livingston, Monroe, Ontario, Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Wayne, Yates

SYRACUSE REGIONAL OFFICE
Tel 315.428.4192 • Fax 315.426.2119 • Email Muni-Syracuse@osc.ny.gov
Counties: Herkimer, Jefferson, Lewis, Madison, Oneida, Onondaga, Oswego, St. Lawrence

STATEWIDE AUDIT
Tel 315.793.2484

