Question posted by Anne Meilof to CRD (Council for Resource Development) listserv on June 19, 2008:

“Is it problematic to have all grant activities – from developing and submitting proposals, to approving expenses, to submitting requests for reimbursement to funding agencies, to submitting financial reports – reside in one office? Do any of you have ‘soup to nuts’ involvement in your grants?”
Responses (all from community and technical colleges):

1) Our college finance office handles all grant accounting and that’s the way they (and I) like it.  There are simply too many rules and regulations associated with responsible fiscal management to hand it off to an office like ours that is ill-prepared to do the accounting. They have an accountant who is dedicated solely to accounting for “other funds” (grants, federal/state appropriations, other income). I wonder what advice your auditors would give? It’s great having the finance office involved because they also help prepare the budgets for our proposals to make sure we’re asking for allowable costs and paying staff appropriately….they are kind of control freaks when it comes to grant budgets and accounting, but I love that!

The exception to this process is when we seek grants that are made directly to our Foundation, a 501 (c)3. We manage these funds, but the reporting and accounting of them is typically far less onerous, and this only accounts for between $30,000 - $80,000 of the grants that come in each year.

2) Here, we have a good business office; however, our grants accountant resigned last year; now I am monitoring all financial transactions – the project managers must write purchase reqs; our business VP still does the financial drawdowns and reports to the FEDS – 

However – your business office should provide ALL financial services for your grants.
You and I are not accountants – and we do not want to be in a position of rendering accounting decisions or functions – it’s acceptable to monitor project funding to ensure funds are being spent and properly spent – but draw the line there.

3) Our grants office (1-2 people) has VERY limited involvement in grants beyond the development and submission phase. Once a grant is awarded, we turn the project over to the college business office and whichever faculty member or administrator has been assigned the responsibility of directing the project.  They handle all accounting, budget management, reporting, etc.  My ongoing involvement is limited to maintaining a central grant file with copies of all grant reports, etc.

4) My 1 person office researches, develops and submits all proposals, develops all grant MOU's or subcontracts with partners, and maintains copies of all budget change requests, reports, and grant close-out reports. The finance office handles all accounting, grant drawdowns, and a quarterly report on all grants and their budget status that are sent to the deans, VP's, president, myself, and exec. ex. of the foundation (who is my boss). The project directors handle all purchases following their department and the college procedures and implement the grant, develop all reports, and recommend budget changes with my prior approval.
5) I feel very fortunate that our Office of Grant Development is only involved in the procurement of grants. We stimulate grant initiatives, develop and write grant proposals, and stay involved once the award has received only until any budget negotiations are done as part of the final award letter.  Our involvement ends with a “hand-off” debriefing to the key project staff.  Of course, we try and stay aware of any problems with grant projects because we need to keep the relationship between the college and funders healthy; but the management of grants is all housed in our Finance Department.  Because we are very robust in grant procurement activities, MCC has the equivalent of 2FTEs in the Finance Department who manage grants.  I think this is advantageous for two reasons.  First, our office can then solely focus in securing new grants, increasing the odds that we will be more successful in total dollars raised.  Second, the grant management function is very solid because it is the sole responsibility of staff who are concerned about the financial and accountability aspects of the grant and do not need to divert their attention to deal with the pursuit of grants.  I have been surprised, however, at how many Grant Development Offices at community colleges are also responsible for grant management.  This decision seems to grow out of the administrations views and knowledge of grants.  MCC sees it as a key performance area and not just a service area of our operations.

6) After a poor audit, I was made the “Compliance Officer” by Presidential decree.  I have to approve ALL grant expenditures and must work with staff and auditors to make sure the grants are in compliance.  I now also have a full-time grants accountant who handles the financial aspects of the grant.  Do not do it without a CPA/accountant in your office.  When things go bad, everyone including the grant coordinators will point to your office to take the blame should a negative finding occur in the financial portion of the audit.  I am proud to say that since I became “Compliance Officer” we have not had a single incidence of grants financial non-compliance.  

BTW, we are a four person office – Director, Grants Specialist (Writer), Grants Accountant, Secretary. 

7) I’m lucky that I have a great relationship with my accounting/finance department.  Although the CFO said that the actual creation of the budgets in grants should come from sponsored programs, he gave me the following reasons why accounting/finance should administer grant funds:

· Internal controls, or segregation of duties in finance and sponsored programs, decreases and/or eliminates the possibility of error or fraud to go undetected.  Ideally, you don’t have to have an auditor  to find fraud/errors.  It would be discovered in the ordinary course of business.

· When awards are made, cash funds become comingled with operating funds of a college so the accounting/finance department needs to separate. Your grant funds must zero out at the end of the grant cycle.  What bank wants to have a customer with an account that will zero out.  

· Accounting has more expertise in purchasing rules, relevant payroll issues, overhead cost allocation, and reporting requirements.  It’s what they are trained to do - administer other people’s money.

In order for a requisition to be submitted, there must be two signatures.  I am the first person who approves the expense(s) in sponsored programs to make sure that this item fits into the goals and objectives of the grant.  If it doesn’t, a budget adjustment will need to be made (if possible) or I will deny the request.  The second person that signs the requisition is the restricted funds accountant who codes the expense to the correct category.  She will refuse to sign if funds are not available (I don’t usually argue with her because she is trying to keep both of us out of jail).  For example, while I was away on business, one of my faculty members wanted to submit a requisition to purchase newspaper advertisements.  I responded that if there were funds in those categories that I would get the Chancellor to approve.  The restricted funds accountant responded that there weren’t enough funds in that category but that she still had money to do something else in another category.  

The restricted funds accountant creates the budget categories and the expense areas (equipment, software, personnel, etc.) based on the proposal budget.  She does this once the contract and award letter is received.  Ultimately, accounting and sponsored programs ensure that noone goes to jail because of oversight and/or fraud.  People forget that these funds are not your money or our money but the “public’s or school’s” money.  I hope this has helped.  

8) At our school the grant development and submission is done through institutional advancement (in which the grants function lies).  The VPIA then also sometimes acts as the project director of the grant.  But the fiscal management (overseeing the budget, coding expenses, etc.) is all handled by our business office.  Failure to manage the budget correctly can bring some pretty serious federal ramifications down on your school.  As the business office, they are in the best position to ensure that this doesn't happen.

9) Our office of two cannot handle all of the pre-award and all the post-award. The college finance office has provided a grants accountant.
10) Tell your business office to get on the stick – it’s their job to do budgets, grant-funded or not.  They sound lazy to me.  Tell them that you will build in overhead costs that they can use. If this doesn't work, I suggest getting your President to read them the riot act.
11) Ideally, if an institution is receiving a lot of external funding then it should have a management component with someone whose sole responsibility is to manage funded projects.  There needs to be that check and balance. 
At my present college, our office (there are 2 of us) is only responsible for getting projects funded. In effect, we don’t have a grants management person—it is up to the Project Director, which is scary. The Business Office just pays the bills.
12) I am a single person who coordinates and prepares grant proposals, with content input from the interested department.  My job is acquisition only, and I don’t even have clerical assistance. If a grant is awarded, the management is taken over by a grants accountant in our Business Office, in coordination with the grant’s project director. 

For comparison purposes, our headcount is about 4,000, not counting dual credit or audit-only.
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