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Executive Summary 

 
 
As part of our annual Audit Plan approved by City Council, we conducted an 
audit of the Office of Historic Preservation (OHP), specifically the Vacant Building 
Program (program).  The audit objectives, conclusions, and recommendations 
follow:  
 
Determine if controls for the Vacant Building Program are adequate and 
effectively monitored. 
 
The controls for the program are not adequate or effectively monitored. Program 
staff does not effectively identify potential vacant properties subject to the 
program. Vacant property registrations are not processed in accordance with 
program requirements. Additionally, timely follow-up inspections of standard of 
care requirements are not performed consistently. Finally, collections for 
outstanding registration fees are not adequately monitored.  
 
We recommend that the Director of OHP develop: 
 

 Formal documented procedures for the identification and vetting of 
potential vacant properties. In addition, establish internal controls for the 
approval or dismissal of newly identified properties. 
 

 Formal documented procedures for the registration and collection of 
vacant properties. In addition, require supervisory approval for all fee 
waiver requests. Finally, establish accounts receivables and implement 
controls for the monitoring and collection of outstanding payments. 
 

 Formal documented procedures for the review and inspection of vacant 
properties standard of care requirements. In addition, develop and 
implement monitoring controls to ensure standard of care requirements 
are met and violations are assessed accordingly. 

 
 Formal documented procedures and internal controls to ensure that City 

funds are properly safeguarded from unauthorized access. In addition, 
develop and implement controls to ensure cash handling duties are 
properly segregated. Finally, ensure all personnel with cash handling 
responsibilities have successfully completed required cash handling 
training. 

 
The Office of Historic Preservation Management agreed with the audit findings 
and has developed positive action plans to address them.  Management’s 
verbatim response is in Appendix B on page 8. 
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Background  
 

 
The Office of Historic Preservation (OHP) is responsible for the historic preservation 
program of the City of San Antonio. The department also administers the Vacant 
Building Program (program) and provides resources such as consulting services for 
applicants regarding proposed rehabilitation, new construction, and other projects 
concerning historic properties.  

In June of 2014, City Council adopted the Vacant Building Registration Pilot 
Program. The program was created through the Office of Historic Preservation’s 
(OHP) collaboration with Development Services Department (DSD), Center City 
Development and Operations Department (CCDO), and Department of Planning 
and Community Development (DPCD). The program applies to the Central 
Business District, 30 Historic Districts, 8 Neighborhood Conservation Districts, 8 
Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones, plus a ½ mile perimeter around each area. 
Additionally, the program applies to all Historic Landmarks, and a ½ mile 
perimeter around active military installations and defense base zones.  
 
The goal of the program is to ensure that vacant buildings, within applicable 
boundaries, are maintained in good condition to a minimum standard of care to 
minimize the negative impacts that these buildings have on the health, safety, and 
welfare of the public. 

The program consists of 4 staff members who are responsible for the identification, 
registration, and monitoring of vacant buildings within the 112 square miles of the 
program area. The staff also monitors registered properties to encourage the 
maintenance of standard of care requirements.  In addition, code compliance is 
responsible for the identification of unsafe structures that may pose a public 
health and safety risk. Vacant property owners have 90 days to register from the 
date that written notice is issued accompanied with action plans to address 
identified standards of care requirements. Failure to register and address identified 
standard of care violations may result in a fine not to exceed $500. The following 
table illustrates the fees associated with the Vacant Building Program. 
 

Vacant Building Program Fees 

  Residential Commercial
Registration  $250 $750 
Inspection($.01 per sq. ft. with a minimum of $50) $50 $50 
Late registration $150 $150 
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Audit Scope and Methodology  
 

 
The audit scope consisted of the vacant property registration process from fiscal 
year 2017 through May 24, 2018.  
 
We interviewed Vacant Building Program (program) staff to review their 
processes and identify controls associated with the identification, registration, 
and monitoring of vacant properties.  
 
We reviewed 25 newly identified properties to determine if properties were 
properly vetted for inclusion in the program. In addition, we examined 25 
registered properties to determine if properties were properly registered, 
supported, and if fees were assessed accordingly. Additionally, we reviewed 28 
fee waiver requests to determine if they were properly supported and approved. 
 
We tested 25 registered vacant properties to determine if they were monitored 
and appropriately dismissed from inclusion in the program. 
 
We reviewed the program’s cash handling process to determine if controls were 
in place to ensure the proper safeguarding of fee collections. In addition, we 
reviewed the monitoring process for outstanding payments to determine if fees 
were appropriately tracked and accounted for. 
 
We relied on computer-processed data in the Vapors System to identify and 
validate key date fields such as the notification and registration date. Additionally, 
we utilized the system to obtain and review vacant property support 
documentation.  Our reliance was based on performing direct tests on the data 
rather than evaluating the system’s general and application controls. We do not 
believe that the absence of testing general and application controls had an effect 
on the results of our audit. 
 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. 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 objectives. 
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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Audit Results and Recommendations  
 

 

A.  Identification of Properties 
 
The Vacant Building Program (program) has an inadequate process for the 
identification of potential vacant properties subject to inclusion in the program. 
We reviewed 17 potential vacant property notifications submitted by citizens 
through the program website. We identified 3 out of 17 notifications were not 
included in Vapors for further evaluation. In addition, we reviewed additional 
resources utilized by program staff for the identification of potential vacant 
properties such as the Building and Standards Board agenda; Office of Historic 
Preservation early warning report; and the Historic and Design Review agenda. 
However, due to a lack of documentation and evidence of review we were unable 
to determine if additional vacant properties were evaluated and identified for 
inclusion into the program.  
 
We reviewed 35 newly identified properties included in Vapors and observed 
inconsistent property vetting, support documentation, and lack of management 
approval for the acceptance or dismissal of newly identified properties into the 
program. 
 
The program lacks formal documented procedures and internal controls to 
provide reasonable assurance that potential vacant properties are identified and 
properly vetted for inclusion into the program.  
 
Recommendation 
 
The OHP Director develops formal documented procedures for the identification 
and vetting of potential vacant properties. In addition, establish internal controls 
for the approval or dismissal of newly identified properties. 

B.  Program Registration Process 

 
Program staff does not process vacant property registrations in accordance with 
the Vacant Building Ordinance (ordinance) requirements. We reviewed 25 vacant 
property registration packets (packets) and determined that they were processed 
inaccurately, were not properly supported, and did not contain supervisory 
approval. We identified 17 of 25 properties were not assessed late fees for 
outstanding payments. We also reviewed 28 fee waiver applications and 
determined that applications did not contain required support or director approval. 
In addition, we observed program staff was able to assess and waive registration 
fees.  Furthermore, program staff does not record accounts receivables and 
collects revenue on a cash basis. Due to unreliable data within Vapors and lack 
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of accounts receivable, we were unable to determine the number of outstanding 
vacant property registration fees. 
 
According to the ordinance, vacant property owners are required to register with 
appropriate support documentation within 90 days of written notification. Failure 
to register by the deadline may result in the assessment of a $150 late fee. 
Furthermore, any fee waiver requests must include required support 
documentation and approval by the director or their designee. Finally, according 
to Administrative Directive 8.4, accounts receivables should be established when 
services have been provided. 
 
According to program staff, the priority of the program is to ensure properties 
meet the standard of care to increase potential utilization through establishing 
positive working relationships with property owners, and the assessment and 
collection of fees are secondary. In addition, the lack of formal documented 
procedures and internal controls for the registration and collection of vacant 
properties has contributed to incomplete registration packets, unauthorized fee 
waiver requests, and outstanding registration fees. Failure to properly register, 
collect, and account for vacant property registration fees can result in the loss of 
revenue due to the City.  
 
The following table illustrates the revenue collected for fees associated with 
registered properties versus the costs incurred for administering the program. In 
FY 2017 & 2018, the program operated at a loss of $441,061 and $384,825 
respectively as of August 24, 2018. The ordinance allows for four fee waiver 
requests and one exemption subject to the approval of the director.1 According to 
the program website, 726 properties were reported in their active inventory as of 
July 9, 2018.  
 

Vacant Building  Revenue and Expenditures  

   FY 2017 FY 2018 
(as of 8/24/2018)  

Vacant Building Registration & Inspection Fees      $18,917 
  

$21,918 

Vacant Building Program Expenditures     (459,978)                      (406,743) 

 Net Income (Loss)   $(441,061) 
  

$(384,825) 

 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Vacant Property fee waivers include property devastation by catastrophe; indigent property 
owner; deceased or no longer legally competent property owner; and obtainment of building 
permit. Single family residential properties that meet the standard of care are exempt from the 
program. A registration extension may be granted if a property is listed for sale or lease for fair 
market value. 
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Recommendation 
 
The OHP Director develops documented formal procedures for the registration 
and collection of vacant properties subject to the ordinance. In addition, require 
supervisory approval for all fee waiver requests. Finally, establish accounts 
receivables and implement controls for the monitoring and collection of 
outstanding payments. 

C. Monitoring 
 
Program staff does not consistently perform follow-up inspections of prior 
identified standard of care issues for registered properties. We reviewed the 
inspection process for 10 properties and determined supervisory approval of 
property owner corrective action plans was not obtained. In addition, program 
staff had not performed a follow-up inspection for 4 properties. One of 4 
properties program staff relied upon evidence provided by the property owner to 
determine compliance.  
 
According to the Vacant Property Ordinance, standard of care requirements and 
repairs are subject to the approval of the Director. Failure to maintain the 
property to the standard of care specified by the department is considered a 
violation of the ordinance and fees may be assessed.  
 
The program does not have formal documented procedures or monitoring 
controls for the review and follow-up inspection of properties with standard of 
care requirements.  
 
Recommendation 
 
The OHP Director develops formal documented procedures for the review and 
inspection of vacant properties with standard of care requirements. In addition, 
develop and implement monitoring controls to ensure standard of care 
requirements are met and violations are assessed accordingly. 

D. Cash Handling Process 

 
The program does not have documented procedures or internal controls in place 
to ensure the proper safeguarding of Vacant Building Registration Fees. We 
reviewed the program’s cash handling process and identified a lack of 
segregated duties. We observed staff members had the ability to perform both 
custody and record keeping functions.  
 
We identified inappropriate physical access to the filing cabinet and lockbox 
where registration fees are stored. We observed that all 3 program case 
managers had access to the key and lockbox combination. In addition, the 
lockbox combination was not changed after the departure of a previous 
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employee. Finally, we identified 2 out of 3 case managers with cash handling 
responsibilities had not successfully completed required cash handling training. 
However, during the audit all case managers have successfully completed 
required cash handling training. 
 
According to Administrative Directive 8.1 departments with cash handling 
responsibilities shall have documented procedures and controls for the 
safeguarding of City funds. In addition, ensure all staff with cash handling 
responsibilities has successfully completed required cash handling training. 
Failure to properly safeguard City funds can lead to unauthorized use and 
misappropriation.  
 
Recommendation 
 
The OHP Director develops formal documented procedures and internal controls 
to ensure that City funds are properly safeguarded from unauthorized access. In 
addition, develop and implement controls to ensure cash handling duties are 
properly segregated. Finally, ensure all personnel with cash handling 
responsibilities have successfully completed required cash handling training. 
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