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Agency Structure and Commission Issues 

Audit Objectives Members of the General Assembly asked the Legislative Audit Council 
(LAC) to conduct an audit of the S.C. Department of Disabilities and 
Special Needs (DDSN). The requestors were concerned with agency 
organization and structure, service delivery, employment practices, 
compliance with state and federal laws and regulations, and use of 
best practices.  

One of our six audit objectives included evaluating the pros and cons of 
DDSN’s current structure as a standalone agency with a commission. 
Another of our objectives included reviewing training provided to 
Commissioners. During this review, we also identified an increase in 
expenditures by the Commission, and our analysis of those expenditures 
is discussed in this report. We are addressing only these sections of the 
audit in this publication [Part 1 of a 2-part report], with the following 
findings relating to: 

 Changes Needed to Agency Structure

 Inappropriate Commissioner Behavior

 Increase in Commission Expenses

The remaining audit objectives, and majority of the audit, will be addressed 
in Part 2 and published at a later date.  

Scope and 
Methodology 

The period of our review was generally calendar years 2021 through 2022, 
with consideration of earlier and later periods, when relevant. To conduct 
this part of the audit, we used the following sources of evidence: 

 Interviews with DDSN employees and employees of other state agencies.

 Documentation from national sources, including the National Conference
of State Legislatures (NCSL) and the National Association of State
Directors of Developmental Disabilities Services (NASDDDS).

 LAC surveys of DDSN employees, Disabilities and Special Needs (DSN)
boards, and qualified providers.

 Interested parties, including various advocacy groups.

 State laws.

 Commission meetings and minutes of meetings.

 Agency emails of Commissioners.

 South Carolina Enterprise Information System (SCEIS)/Statewide
Accounting System (SAP®) data and documentation.

 Financial data from DDSN.
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Criteria used to measure performance included primarily state law, 
the practices of other states, and principles of good business practice. 
We reviewed responses to LAC surveys of DDSN employees, DSN boards 
and qualified providers, attended Commission meetings, and reviewed 
samples of expenditures. We also reviewed an entire population of emails 
involving Commissioners in a specified timeframe. Other samples and 
reviews of internal controls will be addressed in Part 2 of this audit. 
 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. Those generally accepted government 
auditing 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 these audit objectives. We believe the 
evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on these audit objectives. 
 
S.C. Code §2-15-50(b)(2) requires us to review the effectiveness of an 
agency to determine if it should be continued, revised, or eliminated. 
We did not conclude from the review of these sections of the audit that the 
S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should be eliminated; 
however, we are recommending the elimination of the seven-member 
Commission appointed by the Governor with the advice and consent of the 
Senate in favor of a standalone, cabinet agency. We are also including 
recommendations for improvement regarding these sections of the audit. 
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Changes  
Needed to 
Agency Structure 

DDSN’s current Commission structure may need to be changed for the 
agency to succeed in the future. South Carolina’s DDSN is unique in its 
structure and responsibilities compared to other states. Also, we believe that 
the current Commission has likely violated the S.C. Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) multiple times. Further, some Commissioners, still serving as of 
March 2023, have overly burdened staff and increased expenditures in their 
attempts to micromanage the agency. 
 

 

Current Structure DDSN is governed by a seven-member Commission appointed by the 
Governor with the advice and consent of the Senate. A Commission 
member is appointed from each of the state’s seven congressional districts. 
The Commission hires an executive director for the agency. As of 
March 2023, only two Commissioners were serving unexpired terms. 
 
According to the National Association of State Directors of Developmental 
Disabilities Services (NASDDDS), South Carolina’s DDSN Commission is 
unique in its structure and responsibilities. According to a 2017 NASDDDS 
survey of its member states, only one state, South Carolina, responded that it 
was a standalone state agency reporting to a commission with members 
appointed by the Governor and confirmed by the Senate.  
 
We have confirmed that no other state has an independent state disability 
agency governed by a commission, like South Carolina. Also, we found that 
there are fewer than ten standalone disability agencies nationwide.  
 

 

Other States’ Structures Other states’ entities serving individuals with disabilities and special needs 
are primarily divisions or programs of overarching agencies serving 
vulnerable adults or agencies administering their respective state Medicaid 
programs. These overarching agencies in other states often house programs 
addressing mental health, aging, behavioral health, or long-term support 
services for vulnerable adults. There are many options for placement of 
DDSN; however, until further research can be done to determine where, 
in our state, this agency can thrive, establishing it as a cabinet agency may 
be the best initial decision. 
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Results of 
Employee Surveys 

We conducted surveys of DDSN’s central office staff, qualified providers, 
and DSN boards on various topics for this audit, and included questions 
about DDSN’s structure.  
 
For the central office survey, we sent 214 surveys and had a 63% response 
rate. We asked central office staff if they thought the agency should 
continue to be run by a commission. Of those responding to this question, 
33% said “no.”  
 

Do you think the agency should continue to be run by a commission? 

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES 

Yes 19.49% 23 

No 33.05% 39 

No Opinion 47.46% 56 

TOTAL 118 

 
 
We also asked if the amount of time responding to requests from 
Commissioners or preparing for Commission meetings was reasonable. 
Approximately 27% responded “rarely” or “never.”  
 

To what extent is the amount of time you spend responding to requests 
from commissioners or preparing for commission meetings reasonable? 
(This includes requests directly from the commission or a commission 
member and requests from your supervisors on behalf of the commission 
or a commission member.) 

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES 

Always 11.02% 13 

Usually 12.71% 15 

Sometimes 12.71% 15 

Rarely 16.95% 20 

Never 10.17% 12 

No Opinion 36.44% 43 

TOTAL 118 
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The survey allowed for open comments for those stating that the agency 
should not continue its current structure with a Commission. The majority 
selecting a structure for the agency chose having DDSN as a cabinet agency. 
 
Respondents from the central office also made negative comments about the 
current Commission, including: 
 

“I feel that the Commission is not focused on the mission of our agency nor are they 
focused on the immediate needs of our consumers.” 

“The current Commission members (most) [are] overly involved [in the] running of 
the agency versus advising.” 

“We are so controlled by the Commission that it impacts ability to serve individuals.” 

“I feel like the commission process generally slows the agency down.” 

“They are in [sic] too involved in operational matters and leverage their personal 
agendas.” 

 
 
We also sent surveys to 161 DDSN qualified providers and DSN boards in a 
separate survey, with a 27% response rate, and asked if they thought DDSN 
should keep its Commission structure. Approximately 54% said “no.”  
 

Do you think DDSN should keep its commission structure? 

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES 

Yes 21.95% 9 

No 53.66% 22 

No Opinion 24.39% 10 

TOTAL 41 
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Respondents overwhelmingly stated that DDSN should be a cabinet agency. 
There were also negative comments about the current Commission from the 
qualified providers and DSN board respondents, including:  
 

“The current DDSN Commission has an extremely negative opinion of boards.” 

“I feel the agenda of the Commission does not effectively represent the provider network 
nor the best interest of the people served by DDSN. I feel the Commission has its own 
agenda.” 

“…members have come with set agendas and don’t understand the system and how 
supports should and do work.” 

“The Commission structure is antiquated and not held as accountable as a cabinet 
agency.” 

“The Commission structure is not working. Instead of oversight, they have gotten into the 
day to day [sic] operations of the agency and this creates problems.” 

 
 
Both surveys, with all questions asked, respondents’ answers, and 
calculations of their responses, will be presented as appendices in  
Part 2 of the audit report. 
 

 

Authority of Other State 
Boards and Commissions 
in South Carolina 

Other boards in South Carolina do not seem to have the overreaching 
authority that DDSN’s Commission has. For example, the S.C. Department 
of Transportation, another state agency with a commission, has a secretary 
(who serves in a similar position as director) who is responsible for 
administering the day-to-day affairs of the department. The secretary may 
employ personnel and prescribe their duties, powers, and functions as the 
secretary deems necessary, among other statewide duties. In fact, state law 
prohibits the S.C. Department of Transportation’s Commission from 
entering into the day-to-day operations of the department. The S.C. 
Department of Natural Resources’ board sets the policies for the department, 
but the board has no duty or authority concerning the management of, 
control over, or administration of the day-to-day affairs of the department. 
 
In contrast, S.C. Code §44-20-230 regarding DDSN states: 
 

Subject to the supervision, direction, and control 
of the commission, the director shall administer 
the policies and regulations established by the 
commission. The director may appoint and in his 
discretion remove all other officers and employees 
of the department subject to the approval 
of the commission. 
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The agency director should have the ability to implement policies, 
manage staff, and handle the day-to-day workings of the agency without 
total involvement by the Commission. However, the Commission is 
deeply involved in reviewing all agency policies and participating in the 
appointment or removal of all officers of the department. For example, 
the Commission’s policy committee discussed, amended, and approved 
a policy regarding coverage of the front desk phone. Normally, a 
commission’s involvement in policy is on a higher level.  
 
The current level of oversight does not allow the director to manage the 
day-to-day functions of the agency without Commission input, essentially 
tying the hands of the director to run the agency.  
 

 

Minimum Qualifications 
for State Director 
Needed in State Law  

State law currently does not require specific minimum qualifications for the 
DDSN director. Requiring a high standard of minimum requirements for the 
agency director should help to ensure the agency has effective leadership. 
The establishment of minimum qualifications in state law for the state 
director could include:  
 
 An advanced degree. 

 Experience with the disabilities and special needs population, including 
working with parents, consumers, and advocacy groups. 

 Exhibiting a certain number of years of senior leadership experience, 
including experience leading a large agency. 

 
These were generally the minimum and preferred qualifications outlined by 
the agency when it advertised for the director position at DDSN in 2021. 
The person hired under these qualifications and holding the position until 
December 2022 had the following credentials: 
 
 Attorney with extended studies in international business and 

economic law. 

 Commissioner for the Indiana Civil Rights Commission. 

 General Counsel to a state board of education. 

 Presenter at national conferences regarding the rights of students with 
disabilities and civil rights. 

 Author of peer-reviewed publications regarding special education and 
civil rights issues. 

 
Limiting the powers of an appointed, citizen-run commission and requiring 
a high standard of minimum requirements for the agency director could 
improve the effectiveness of an agency serving this vulnerable population 
in our state. 
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Other Advocacy Entities Although Commissioners have said their role is an important resource for 
constituents looking for information or helping with family members with 
disabilities, there are at least two other federally-mandated and/or -funded 
entities in our state which provide that service. 
 

S.C. DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES COUNCIL  
This entity provides similar advocacy services. An official with the 
council said that the staff provides guidance, leadership, and advocacy 
regarding issues including quality of life improvements for individuals 
with disabilities. Staff handles calls every day from consumers and 
their families and helps them navigate identified issues. DDSN’s 
director is a member on the council, which meets every other month. 

 

DISABILITY RIGHTS OF SOUTH CAROLINA | (formerly) PROTECTION AND 

ADVOCACY  
This is another federally-mandated agency serving our state whose 
mission is to help people with disabilities understand and defend their 
rights. This agency provides a variety of services, including client 
assistance, training, abuse and neglect investigations, legal assistance, 
and advocacy for change. 

 
 

Recommendations 1. The General Assembly should amend state law to eliminate the 
Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs 
and establish the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs as a 
cabinet agency under the Governor’s Office. 

 
2. If the General Assembly eliminates the Commission and establishes the 

agency as a cabinet agency, S.C. Code §44-20-230 should be amended 
to require minimum qualifications for the director to include, but not be 
limited to, holding an advanced degree, being an experienced senior 
leader in a large state agency, and working with consumers, families, 
and advocacy groups related to individuals with intellectual disabilities 
and special needs. 

 
3. If the General Assembly leaves the current structure of the 

S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs as it is, 
Commissioners who violate state law should be immediately removed 
from their positions. 

 
4. If the General Assembly leaves the current structure of the 

S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs as it is, 
state law should be amended to clarify the Commission’s duties as 
advisory in nature. 
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Identified Commission  
Issues 

The current Commission has overreached in its role, may have violated 
state law, and has exhibited inappropriate behavior. These are other 
indications that change is needed to the agency structure. We found that 
the current DDSN Commission: 
 
 Allows certain Commissioners to micromanage the agency when there is 

a competent director in place. 

 Interferes with staff time outside of regular Commission meetings. 
This goes beyond requests from the Commissioners to the agency director 
or general counsel and includes mid-level staff.  

 Requests reimbursements for visits to the agency for one-on-one meetings 
with staff, meetings with providers, reappointment hearings, and meetings 
with the Governor’s Office, in addition to the monthly Commission 
meetings.  

 Spends money frivolously for items solely for the Commissioners, such as 
a separate logo from the agency’s new logo, new conference room chairs, 
frames for Commissioners’ pictures, and soundproofing three conference 
rooms, one of which is used for public meetings.  

 Expends much more in per diem and travel reimbursements than in 
years past.  

 Meets via emails, discusses issues in executive session which were not 
properly noted on the agenda, and meets with a quorum in circumstances 
where no agenda or public notice was given, all of which most likely 
violate the S.C. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). 

 Allows certain Commissioners to speak for the Commission without the 
other Commissioners’ knowledge. 

 Has members who use their positions as Commissioners to access 
information or acquire assistance for their own family members. 

 
These issues are discussed in more detail in this report. 
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Inappropriate 
Commissioner 
Behavior 
 

Commissioners for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs 
act inappropriately toward agency staff and are likely violating the 
S.C. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). We attended Commission 
meetings, conducted interviews, and reviewed email correspondence from 
September 1, 2021 to August 31, 2022, and found: 
 
 Commissioners are most likely violating FOIA by engaging in meetings 

via email correspondence and misusing executive sessions even though 
the Commission has received FOIA training. 

 Some Commissioners use their positions within the agency to access 
information and acquire assistance for their family members who are 
receiving services from DDSN. It is likely that other consumers’ families 
would not have this level of access. 

 Some Commissioners are overly involved in agency personnel actions, 
which shows that state law is overly broad and prevents the state director 
from efficiently handling personnel changes to better agency 
performance. 

 Some Commissioners are uncooperative with agency staff, and the 
frequency of Commissioner information requests and meetings results in 
overworked staff who are pulled from their daily job duties. 

 
By improving the treatment of agency staff and fostering a more transparent 
environment, the Commission for DDSN could more efficiently support the 
agency in its mission to serve individuals with disabilities. 
 

 

Potential FOIA Violations Meetings Via Email Correspondence 

Commissioners are most likely violating FOIA by holding meetings through 
email correspondence. We requested and reviewed all emails to and from 
Commissioner email addresses between September 1, 2021 and August 31, 
2022. Of the emails received, 22 were identified as potential meetings 
between all 7 Commissioners, and 12 were identified as potential meetings 
between a quorum of Commission committee members. These emails 
involve more than planning logistics for Commission meetings and include 
discussions of agency business. Many of these emails were sent after the 
Commission (excluding one Commissioner appointed after the training 
occurred) received FOIA training on September 15, 2021. 
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The S.C. Freedom of Information Act defines a meeting as: 
 

…the convening of a quorum of the constituent 
membership of a public body, whether corporal or by 
means of electronic equipment, to discuss or act upon 
a matter over which the public body has supervision, 
control, jurisdiction, or advisory power.  

 
On September 15, 2021, current members of the Commission (excluding 
one Commissioner who was appointed after the training occurred) received 
FOIA training from an outside law firm. The training included a discussion 
on how to avoid most, if not all, of the FOIA issues we found with DDSN’s 
current Commission. The training reviewed the definition of a meeting 
under FOIA and emphasized that the definition applies to both in-person 
and electronic gatherings, including Commission committee meetings, 
work sessions, email conversations, and text messages between a quorum 
of members, even when personal technology is used. 
 
Examples of email communications between quorums of Commissioners 
that likely violate FOIA’s public meeting requirements include: 
 
 An email in which a Commissioner states that the Commission does not 

need additional FOIA training, and that violations of the Commission’s 
policies are not risks to “dismantling that or any other policy of this 
agency.” 
 

 An email where some Commissioners discuss and agree to no longer 
communicate with a particular member of the public or allow that 
individual to speak before the Commission. 
 

 An email between a quorum of finance committee members discussing 
whether a vote should be held on the provision of financial assistance to 
a local disabilities and special needs board. In the same email thread, 
a Commissioner asks, “What do we need to discuss in an open meeting 
that can’t be resolved outside a ‘public meeting’? ” 
 

 Emails between a quorum of finance committee members discussing 
loans to providers, solicitations, updates on improvements to Coastal 
Center’s fire alarms, provider payback of funds, the practicality of 
ongoing maintenance at the regional centers, settlement payments, 
and amendments to committee minutes. 

 
Commissioners also attempt to avoid the appearance of a quorum by 
sending emails to other Commissioners separately, or by splitting the 
recipients into groups. Examples of both are shown in Chart 1. 
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Chart 1: Commission Member Emails 

 
Source: DDSN Commissioner’s Microsoft© Outlook Email 

 
 

 Executive Sessions 

We believe Commissioners are also violating FOIA during their executive 
sessions. We observed the executive session during the March 17, 2022 
Commission meeting, and found that Commissioners frequently strayed 
from the topics of discussion on the executive session agenda. 
Commissioners, while eating lunch together, discussed a variety of topics 
before beginning discussion of the executive session agenda, but after the 
public meeting had been adjourned. 
 
FOIA allows a public body to hold a closed meeting in certain situations; 
however, the public body must announce a specific purpose for entering 
executive session. The September 15, 2021 training identified common 
executive session issues for the Commissioners to avoid. These issues 
included discussion of topics not on the agenda and discussion unlawfully 
occurring during executive session that is later not disclosed to the public.  
 
While eating lunch before the March 17, 2022 executive session, 
Commissioners discussed topics from the public meeting. Once discussion 
of the executive session agenda began, Commissioners needed frequent 
reminders by DDSN staff of what could and could not be discussed outside 
of public session. Commissioners continued to discuss financial issues not 
listed on the executive session agenda. These additional items of discussion 
were not disclosed to the public, nor were they included in the meeting 
minutes. 
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Commissioners are aware of the requirements of FOIA and have received 
thorough training on the law. However, potential FOIA violations continue 
to occur. The Commission’s actions discourage transparency in the 
governance of DDSN and may erode consumer trust in the agency. 
 

 

Inappropriate Behavior 
Toward Agency Staff 
 

Several Commissioners have behaved inappropriately toward agency staff. 
We requested and reviewed all emails to and from Commissioner email 
addresses between September 1, 2021 and August 31, 2022 and found that 
Commissioners: 
 
 Use their positions to access information and acquire assistance for their 

family members. 

 Are overly involved in agency personnel actions. 

 Are uncooperative and make time-consuming requests of agency staff. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“If they will do this to a 
commissioner imagine what 
they do to those who’s [sic] 
families are not advocates.”  

Abuse of Position 

At least three Commissioners used their positions to access information and 
assistance for their family members who are receiving services from DDSN. 
During our review of Commissioner email correspondence, we found emails 
from three separate Commissioners asking DDSN staff for assistance or 
information on behalf of a family member, or that family member’s 
caregivers. 
 
One Commissioner forwarded information from the Commissioner’s 
child’s case manager regarding log-in issues for the child’s caregiver to the 
agency director. In the accompanying email to the agency director, the 
Commissioner states, “If they want to know why I don’t want to renew their 
contract, this is why. If they will do this to a commissioner imagine what 
they do to those who’s [sic] families are not advocates.” This implies that 
the Commissioner is not only aware of the privilege of the Commissioner’s 
position, but that the Commissioner would vote against a contract based on 
personal frustrations, and not based on the potential benefit to the agency.  
 
A separate Commissioner requested a meeting with an associate state 
director to discuss adding environmental modifications to the 
Commissioner’s child’s waiver. In the email, the Commissioner tells an 
associate state director, “I was told you were my go to person if I needed to 
escalate something.” The email elaborates that the Commissioner had 
investigated adding the environmental modifications to the waiver a few 
years ago, before the individual was a Commissioner, but did not “because 
of the limitations that were put on us to get that done…the biggest issue was 
the fact that we were limited to only using the materials that they said were 
covered by the [waiver].”  
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Another series of emails involves a third Commissioner, whose child’s 
caregiver had questions about rate increases and pay. The Commissioner 
emailed the DDSN chief financial officer for information, who then 
contacted the caregiver’s provider. This same Commissioner, on a separate 
occasion, emailed an upper-level manager for information on payments to 
the Commissioner’s child’s caregiver. When the Commissioner received the 
information, the Commissioner then continued to ask for information on the 
provider’s late or incorrect payments to caregivers, contracts with the 
agency, and consumer complaints. This is information that would likely be 
unavailable to the average consumer. 
 
Commissioners with family members receiving services have greater access 
to agency staff than most recipients of DDSN assistance. The average 
DDSN consumer is unable to easily contact upper-level staff members at the 
agency when experiencing issues or delays in services. Given the 
Commission’s authority, it is unlikely that DDSN staff are comfortable 
redirecting Commissioners back to the regular process to receive 
information on behalf of their family members. By directly contacting 
DDSN executive staff with their family members’ issues, Commissioners 
are taking advantage of the influence of the Commission. 
 
Involvement in Personnel Actions 

Commissioners are overly involved in agency personnel actions. In our 
review of email correspondence, we found multiple emails regarding a 
member of the executive staff who left a position with the agency. 
A Commissioner sent multiple emails expressing displeasure with this 
personnel change, as shown in Chart 2. 
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Chart 2: Commission Response to Personnel Action 
 

SENDER CONTENTS 

Sent by a Commissioner to a member of 
the agency’s executive staff regarding 
the agency asking the former employee 
to pick up personal items from the 
lobby.  

“I specifically spoke with [the agency director] last week and instructed [the agency director] 
per the commission that, ‘no one at DDSN was to touch [the former employee’s] office’... You all will 
meet 7 very upset commissioners if anyone has touched a thing in [the former employee’s] office 
[emphasis added].” 

Sent by a Commissioner to the agency 
director regarding the agency asking the 
former employee to pick up personal 
items from the lobby. 

 “I understand [the executive staff member] had [the executive staff member’s] way of doing things 
in the past but that is not the will of this commission. If [the executive staff member] doesn’t like it 
then peehaps [sic] [the executive staff member] should look for an agency that [the executive staff 
member] can run. Yet another issue we have with how [the executive staff member] handles 
things... Rather than cause a huge stink about this please just do what the commission has asked 
[emphasis added].” 

Sent by a Commissioner to the agency 
director regarding the former 
employee’s release from the agency. 

“Several of the commissioners want to hear both sides of this situation in executive session as they 
believe [the former employee] was set up. [The executive staff member] does not have the 
confidence or trust of the commission [emphasis added].” 

 
Source: DDSN Commission Emails 

 
 
 

 Additionally, a Commissioner threatened the agency director’s position in 
reaction to the personnel action. Subsequently, the Commission amended its 
executive limitations policy to add that “the state director shall present to the 
Commission for approval any change at the executive level to the 
organizational chart.” This change aligns with S.C. Code §44-20-230, 
which grants the director the authority to appoint and remove all officers 
and employees of DDSN subject to the approval of the Commission. 
However, as can be seen in this situation, the authority granted to the 
Commission by state law is overly broad. This prevents the agency director, 
who works more directly with agency staff than the Commissioners, from 
efficiently making changes to personnel to better agency performance. 
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Interactions with Agency Staff 

Some Commissioners are uncooperative and make time-consuming requests 
of agency staff. In our review of Commissioner emails, we found the 
following: 
 

Individual Commissioners frequently request highly-detailed information on the agency’s 
daily operations from agency staff.  

Some Commissioners were upset when DDSN staff sent a memorandum reminding them 
of the requirements of FOIA and their own Commission policies. The memorandum also 
stated that the agency would schedule additional FOIA training. Two Commissioners 
responded that they did not need additional FOIA training. One Commissioner wrote to 
the agency director and stated that “the commissioners feel very disrespected” by the 
memorandum. 

Some Commissioners are concerned with how one Commissioner treats DDSN staff, 
noting that the Commissioner “really has to bring it down a notch or two.”  

A Commissioner messaged a mid-level employee of a regional center for information, 
instead of following the chain of command at DDSN. In the email, the Commissioner 
stated to the employee that “there is no need to copy anyone else on this email.” 

The agency sends bi-weekly update packets to Commissioners. An agency employee 
stated that this is to repair the lack of trust the Commissioners have in agency staff. 
Collection of information for the update packets is time consuming, and the information 
included would be more appropriately addressed during a normal Commission meeting. 

 
Several employees commented on the Commission in response to an 
open-ended question in our survey of central office staff. Employees stated 
that the Commission constantly requests information, can be unreasonable 
in its requests, and frequently implies wrongdoing by the agency.  
 
The negative treatment of agency staff and overinvolvement in daily 
operations at the agency encourages a culture of distrust between employees 
and the Commission. The Commission for DDSN should interact more 
appropriately with staff to support them and the agency in its mission to 
serve individuals with disabilities. 
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Recommendations  
5. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should always comply with the S.C. Freedom of Information Act. 
 
6. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should immediately stop meeting via personal electronic 
communication in a non-public manner, in possible violation of the 
S.C. Freedom of Information Act. 

 
7. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should only discuss properly noticed executive session agenda 
items during closed meetings.  

 
8. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should participate in annual S.C. Freedom of Information Act 
training and general board governance training. As each new member is 
appointed, that member should receive an explanation of the S.C. 
Freedom of Information Act and Commission requirements.  

 
9. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should not allow members to use their positions to resolve issues 
with their family members’ services through the agency.  

 
10. The S.C. General Assembly should consider amending S.C. Code 

§44-20-230 to allow the state director of the S.C. Department of 
Disabilities and Special Needs to make personnel changes without the 
approval of the Commission. 

 
11. If the agency structure remains as it is, the agency should establish a 

protocol where Commissioners forward questions or concerns to the 
agency director and the director will determine who is best suited to 
address them. 

 
12. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should work to foster a more trusting environment between 
agency staff and the Commission.  
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Increase in 
Commission 
Expenses 

Expenses related to the Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities 
and Special Needs have significantly increased. We reviewed financial 
information from SCEIS SAP® and DDSN and found: 
 
 From 2016 to 2021, Commissioner per diem and travel reimbursements 

increased by 60%, due to an increase in Commission-related meetings. 

 Reimbursements for a Commissioner’s expenses are not always 
adequately documented. 

 From 2019 to 2021, all Commission-related expenditures, including 
per diem and travel reimbursements, increased from $16,661 to $84,472.  

 
Reduction of Commission-related expenses could financially benefit the 
agency in other areas. 
 

 

Per Diem and  
Travel Reimbursements 

Commissioner per diem and travel reimbursements have significantly 
increased. We reviewed reimbursements for calendar years 2016 through 
2021 in SCEIS SAP® and found that yearly reimbursements for per diem 
and travel grew by 60% — from $12,530 in 2016 to $31,405 in 2021. 
 
Like state employees, commissioners are allowed reimbursement for actual 
expenses incurred while away from their places of residence on official 
business of the state. Commissioners are also entitled to a daily per diem 
allowance. In FY 22-23, the amount of allowable per diem was increased 
from $35 to $50 a day; however, because we reviewed reimbursements for 
calendar years 2016–2021, this increase does not affect our analysis. 
Yearly per diem and travel reimbursements for the Commissioners from 
2016 to 2021 are illustrated in Chart 3.  
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Chart 3: Commissioner Per Diem 
and Travel Reimbursements,  
CY 2016 – CY 2021 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: LAC analysis of SCEIS SAP® data 

 
 
 
Frequency of Meetings 

A rise in the frequency of Commission meetings is responsible for the 
increase in reimbursements. We reviewed meeting notices posted on the 
agency’s website from 2016 to 2021 and found that the Commission held 
more meetings in 2021 than in 2016, 2017, and 2018 combined. This 
increase is illustrated in Chart 4. 
 

 

Chart 4: Frequency of 
Commission Meetings, 
CY 2016 – CY 2021 

 

 
Source: LAC analysis of DDSN data 
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In addition to travel reimbursements for meetings of the Commission and 
its committees, the current Commissioners also claim travel reimbursements 
for one-on-one meetings with agency staff and meetings with providers in 
DDSN’s network. Some current Commissioners have also requested 
reimbursements for lodging in conjunction with their reappointment 
hearings and meetings with the Governor’s Office. These meetings are not 
included in the meeting totals in Chart 4 but are likely also responsible for 
the increase in travel reimbursements and per diem. 
 
The rise in frequency of Commission-related meetings not only results in 
increased travel expenses for the state, but also in strain on staff who are 
pulled from their daily job duties to attend the meetings and address the 
concerns of the current Commissioners.  
 

 

Inadequate 
Reimbursement 
Documentation 

Reimbursements for a Commissioner’s expenses are not always adequately 
documented. We reviewed supporting documentation in SCEIS SAP® 
and found invoices for a Commissioner’s aides’ hourly wages that do not 
identify the number of hours worked or the hourly rate of pay. 
 
By proviso, one person accompanying an individual with a disability 
serving on a state commission on official business of the state is entitled to 
“the same reimbursement for actual expenses incurred” by the 
commissioner. These expenses include lodging, meals, and mileage. 
An individual currently serving on the Commission for DDSN has arranged 
with the agency via a memorandum to provide for “the assistance of an aid 
[sic.] to attend the monthly meetings”; however, the proviso is silent on the 
payment of aide wages. 
 
The memorandum between the agency and the Commissioner states that 
reimbursements for the aides are paid directly to the Commissioner’s 
business, and that it is the responsibility of the business to reimburse the 
aides for services provided “while attending the monthly board meeting.” 
An agreed-upon hourly rate for the aides is not provided in the 
memorandum, nor is there a requirement that proof of the reimbursement 
to the aides be provided by the Commissioner’s business. 
 
We reviewed invoices from the Commissioner’s business in SCEIS SAP® 
from January 2021 to June 2022 and found that almost every invoice 
requesting reimbursement for aide wages failed to identify an hourly rate or 
number of hours worked for the aides. Only 2 of 21 invoices contained the 
number of hours worked by the aides, allowing determination of the 
hourly rate. Instead, most invoices list an amount and identify it as a 
“fee for [aide’s] time this month.” Some months have more than one invoice 
submitted, despite the memorandum between the agency and the 
Commissioner stating that reimbursements are for attending the monthly 
board meeting. 
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During this time frame, the Commissioner’s business has been reimbursed 
$9,509 for aides’ wages without adequate documentation, as illustrated in 
Chart 5. 
 
We asked agency staff whether the Commissioner’s business submits 
documentation that the reimbursements are eventually paid by the 
Commissioner’s business to the aides, but we did not receive a direct 
response. Emails between DDSN staff question the lack of detail provided 
by the Commissioner regarding the aides’ wages and reimbursement to the 
business; however, the Comptroller General’s office ultimately approved the 
method of reimbursement, and the Commissioner has continued to submit 
invoices and be reimbursed in the same manner.  
 
During preliminary exit, this Commissioner provided the LAC with copies 
of canceled checks to show that the Commissioner’s aides were paid for 
their time by the Commissioner’s business. We reviewed those checks and 
compared them to the dates and times of meetings and found the following: 
 
 Two instances where the same hotel room invoice was submitted for 

payment under the Commissioner’s name and again under the name of 
the Commissioner’s business to reimburse for the aide’s expenses. This 
resulted in an overpayment to the Commissioner’s business of $201.96. 
 

 If an aide was paid $17 an hour, as was noted by the Commissioner in 
the preliminary agency response to this report, the number of hours for 
all but three of the instances reviewed resulted in an unusually specific 
(e.g. 39.705882352) number of hours worked. 
 

 From the documentation submitted, it seems unlikely that the aides 
were paid $17 per hour.  

 
While it is critical to make accommodations for any individual on a 
commission with a disability, without verification of hours worked or 
an hourly rate, the agency cannot determine whether the aides’ 
reimbursements are appropriate or directly related to the Commissioner’s 
duties. By reimbursing the Commissioner’s business, and not the aides 
directly, the agency cannot determine whether the aides are being 
reimbursed for their time. Further, the reimbursements do not align with 
conditions in the memorandum authorizing the payments for the monthly 
Commission meeting, as multiple invoices are submitted per month. 
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Chart 5: Invoice Amounts 
for Aides’ Time, 
January 2021 – June 2022 

 

INVOICE DATE INVOICE AMOUNT 

2021 

January 2021 – 

February 2021 $290 

March 2021 $405 

March 2021 $119 

March 2021 $147 

April 2021 $403 

May 2021 $450 

May 2021 $360 

June 2021 $145 

June 2021 $450 

July 2021 $675 

August 2021 $195 

August 2021 $480 

September 2021 $450 

September 2021 $500 

October 2021 $450 

November 2021 $400 

December 2021 $450 

2022 

January 2022 $450 

February 2022 $425 

March 2022 $480 

April 2022 $450 

May 2022 $425 

June 2022 $135 

June 2022 $325 

June 2022 $450 

TOTAL $9,509 

 

 Indicates months with more than one invoice. 
 

Source: LAC analysis of SCEIS SAP® data 
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Other Expenses Commission-related expenditures have also significantly increased. 
We reviewed financial information from DDSN and SCEIS SAP®, 
and found that from 2019 to 2021, all Commission-related expenditures, 
including per diem and travel reimbursements, increased from $16,661 to 
$84,472, as illustrated in Chart 6. 
 

 

Chart 6: Commission-Related 
Expenses, CY 2019 – CY 2021 

 

Source: LAC analysis of SCEIS SAP® and DDSN data 

 
 
 
In 2021, $84,472 was spent on the following items: 
 
 Per diem and travel reimbursements. 
 Name badges. 
 A state seal for the Commission conference room. 
 Custom tablecloths and table runners. 
 Leather chairs and a new podium. 
 A desk marker. 
 FedEx costs to send packets to two Commissioners. 
 Tort insurance. 
 Monthly cell phone expenses. 
 Soundproofing and television upgrades to the Commission 

conference room. 
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In 2022, $8,314 was also spent to add soundproofing to two other 
conference rooms the Commission uses at DDSN’s central office— 
the Commission conference room and the executive session room. 
Also, as of September 2022, Commissioners had plans to spend an estimated 
$1,000 to design a Commission logo separate from the agency logo, and 
$531 to purchase plaque picture frames of each Commissioner to place in 
the DDSN office lobby. 
 
Purchases of items like custom tablecloths, table runners, plaque picture 
frames, and a design of a Commission logo only benefit the Commissioners 
and add little value to the agency and the people it serves. By ensuring 
that only necessary expenses are made on behalf of the Commission, 
DDSN could utilize this money to support its mission elsewhere. 
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Recommendations 13. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 
Needs should ensure that meetings are scheduled in such a way that 
days of travel for Commissioners are reduced. 

 
14. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should limit meetings to only those that are necessary to conduct 
the business of the agency. 

 
15. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should limit one-on-one Commissioner meetings with 
S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs staff. 

 
16. The General Assembly should consider adding language to future 

provisos to include reimbursements for aide hourly wages. 
 
17. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should modify 

its memorandum with the Commissioner requiring assistance for 
Commission meetings to specify the hourly rate for any aides used. 

 
18. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should modify 

its memorandum with the Commissioner requiring assistance for 
Commission meetings to reflect how often reimbursements will be 
requested for aide wages. 

 
19. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should always 

require the number of hours worked and hourly rate information to 
reimburse aide wages. 

 
20. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should require 

documentation showing that any reimbursement made to a 
Commissioner’s business has been correctly paid to the Commissioner’s 
aides. 

 
21. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should 

immediately discontinue reimbursing the Commissioner’s business for 
aides and reimburse the aides directly. 

 
22. The S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs should 

immediately request a review by the Office of the State Auditor of the 
current process and payment of reimbursements to the Commissioner 
who requires an aide. 

 
23. The Commission for the S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special 

Needs should limit expenses to only those necessary to support the 
S.C. Department of Disabilities and Special Needs in its duties. 
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