
 

026:14:PM:GJ:MM:cm:KT:LH:LP 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

District Special Events Processes Can Be 
Improved 
 
 
September 17, 2014  
 
 
Audit Team:  
Patrick McCray, Auditor-In-Charge 
Gregory Johnson, Auditor 
Marshall Matsiga, Auditor 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Report by the Office of the District of Columbia Auditor 
Lawrence Perry, Acting District of Columbia Auditor 



 

    

 
 

 
September 17, 2014  

 
 
Included herein is the District of Columbia Auditor’s report entitled “District Special Events 
Processes Can Be Improved.” The audit was conducted per the request of Ward 4 Councilmember 
Muriel Bowser. The objectives of this audit were to (1) determine and evaluate the Special Events 
process; (2) examine the criteria used to determine costs; (3) determine whether for special events 
held, all necessary approvals and licenses were obtained prior to event being held; and (4) 
determine whether appropriate costs were charged and collected from special events held. 
 
We would like to thank the Homeland Security and Emergency Management Agency’s (HSEMA) 
staff for their assistance and cooperation during this audit. We also would like to thank 
representatives from the District of Columbia Alcoholic Beverage Regulation Administration 
(ABRA), the District of Columbia Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA), the 
District of Columbia Department of Transportation (DDOT), the District of Columbia Department 
of Health (DOH), the District of Columbia Department of Public Works (DPW), the District of 
Columbia Department of Fire and Emergency Medical Services (FEMS), and the Metropolitan 
Police Department (MPD) that participated in our audit. All of their valuable time and efforts 
spent on providing us information was greatly appreciated. 
 
 

 
 

      Sincerely, 
 
 
 

   Lawrence Perry 
Acting District of Columbia Auditor  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

    

 
 
 

District Special Events Processes 
Can Be Improved  
 
What ODCA Found 

 
The Mayor’s Special Events Task Group (the Task 
Group), established in 1979 by Mayor's Order and 
updated in 1987, is comprised of twenty-two (22) 
government agencies (D.C. and Federal) that provide 
essential municipal services in support of special events.  
These agencies provide these services to  help ensure that 
events occurring on public space in the District of 
Columbia are conducted in a manner that protects public 
health and safety.   
 
The Homeland Security and Emergency Management 
Agency (HSEMA) oversees the Task Group, whose 
primary responsibility is to manage the city’s public 
safety efforts for events requiring interagency 
coordination.  In order for a special event to take place in 
the District, event organizers must seek approval from 
the Task Group.   
 
Overall, we found several instances in which controls 
over the special events process could be improved. We 
also noted several instances in which the fee paid was not 
consistent with the fee amount identified for that period.  
 
Lastly, we found some agencies’ internal processes and 
procedures were not documented or formalized. As a 
result, some agencies had untimely, uncollected, and 
incorrect payments, as well as missing documentation.    
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

September 17, 2014 

 
 

Why ODCA Did This Audit 
 
The audit was conducted per the request 
of Ward 4 Councilmember Muriel 
Bowser.  
 
What ODCA Recommends 
 
1. We recommend that District 

agencies establish a system to 
ensure that special event organizers 
are charged the correct fees and 
payments are received in a timely 
manner, in accordance Mayor’s 
Special Events Task Group Planning 
Guide. 

2. We recommend that HSEMA and 
the agency members of the Mayor’s 
Special Events Task Group execute 
proper internal controls over the 
special events process. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more information regarding this 
report, please contact Anovia Daniels, 
Communications Analyst/ANC Outreach, 
at Anovia.Daniels@dc.gov or 202-727-
3600. 
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Background 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Each year, the District of Columbia (D.C.) hosts numerous events 
attracting large volumes of tourists and local area residents to public 
spaces throughout the city. The D.C. Government provides essential 
municipal services in support of event organizers to ensure that such 
occasions are conducted well and in a safe and secure environment, 
with minimal impact on the surrounding communities.  
 
The Mayor’s Special Events Task Group (the Task Group) is 
responsible for the city’s public safety planning efforts for events 
requiring interagency coordination. The Task Group, which is 
composed of membership from 22 D.C. government agencies, 
Federal government agencies, and private sector emergency service 
organizations, is responsible for providing interagency reviews and 
assessments of the operational, public safety, and logistical 
components of proposals for special events. The Homeland Security 
and Emergency Management Agency (HSEMA) oversees the Task 
Group.  
 
The Task Group provides a “Special Events Planning Guide” (the 
guide) to special event organizers to assist them when planning and 
holding a special event in the District. The guide provides 
information on how to obtain approval for an event, the process of 
submitting an application, and requirements of specific District 
agencies. The guide also lists more than 20 fees for services provided 
by District agencies.  
 
To hold an event in the District, event organizers must submit a letter 
of request to HSEMA with an overview of the special event. HSEMA 
then conducts a preliminary review of the event to assess minimal 
public safety/traffic management standards and date/location 
availability. Next, the organizer must present their event at one of the 
Task Group’s bi-monthly meetings and address any inquiries or 
concerns from the participating agencies. These may include the 
effect on traffic of proposed street closures, sufficiency of space, 
towing, or trash removal. Upon completing the presentation, the 
Task Group gives a conditional approval or denial for the event.  
 
If denied, the organizer is provided with the reasons for denial, is 
given an opportunity to make the necessary changes to its proposed 
event, and can present their event again to the Task Group (at a 
subsequent bi-monthly meeting) to obtain conditional approval.    
 
If a conditional approval is granted, the organizer is given a special 
event checklist that provides the next steps required to secure agency 
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services or required permits or licenses. The organizer is responsible 
for coordinating with each individual agency, as identified on their 
checklist, to ensure that all necessary approvals, permits and services 
are obtained, including the payment of required fees. This may 
include fees for traffic control, special events licenses, cleanup and 
trash removal, food and/or alcohol inspectors, and towing services. 
The event organizer is also provided with an invoice from specific 
agencies providing services. Each agency has its own payment 
requirements and generally, the fees must be paid prior to the event 
or the services may not be provided.   
 
Of the 22 agencies that make up the Task Group, these 7 agencies 
charge fees: the District of Columbia Alcoholic Beverage Regulation 
Administration (ABRA), the District of Columbia Department of 
Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA), the District of Columbia 
Department of Transportation (DDOT), the District of Columbia 
Department of Health (DOH), the District of Columbia Department 
of Public Works (DPW), the District of Columbia Department of Fire 
and Emergency Medical Services (FEMS), and the Metropolitan 
Police Department (MPD). 
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Objectives, Scope and Methodology  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Objectives 
 
The audit was conducted per the request of Ward 4 Councilmember 
Muriel Bowser. The objectives of this audit were to:  
 

1. Determine and evaluate the special events process; 

2. Determine whether for special events held, all necessary 
approvals and licenses were obtained prior to event being 
held; and  

3. Determine whether appropriate costs were charged and 
collected from special events held. 

 
Scope  
 
The audit covered a review of special events coordinated by the Task 
Group for fiscal years (FY) 2008 through 2012. There were 526 
events planned; 496 events held; and 30 events cancelled. 
 
Methodology   
 
To determine and evaluate the special events process, we began our 
work at the Homeland Security and Emergency Management 
Agency (HSEMA), the agency designated as the lead agency for 
coordinating the activities of the Task Group. We interviewed 
HSEMA officials, attended a bi-monthly Task Group meeting, and 
reviewed applicable documentation to gain an understanding of the 
role of the Task Group, as well as, the role for each of the agencies in 
the Task Group.  
 
To determine whether all necessary approvals and licenses were 
obtained prior to the special event, we reviewed:  
 

 Policies and procedures for reviewing and approving a 
special event to be held within the District of Columbia; 

 Population of special events held in FY 2008 through 2012; 

 Applications for special events, invoices and payment data 

for fees charged; and  

 The schedule of fees that may be charged and the criteria 
used to determine the fee amount. 
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To determine whether appropriate costs were charged and collected 
for special events held, we narrowed our review to those District 
agencies that charged a fee for special event services provided. Seven 
agencies were identified: (1) the District of Columbia Alcoholic 
Beverage Regulation Administration (ABRA), (2) the District of 
Columbia Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA), 
(3) the District of Columbia Department of Transportation (DDOT), 
(4) the District of Columbia Department of Health (DOH), (5) the 
District of Columbia Department of Public Works (DPW), (6) the 
District of Columbia Department of Fire and Emergency Medical 
Services (FEMS), and (7) the Metropolitan Police Department 
(MPD). 
 
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. 
 
Limitations on Audit Evidence 
 
Generally Accepted Government Audit Standards, (2011 Revision) 
Section 7.15 requires government auditors to disclose limitations on 
audit evidence. 
 
In conducting this audit, we requested that the seven agencies that 
collected fees provide documentation on how special event fees are 
determined. The objective in obtaining this information was to 
determine whether the agencies had conducted any analysis 
establishing the amount of fee(s) to be charged for cost-recovery.  
None of the seven agencies could cite specific criteria used in 
determining the fee amount charged. 
 
Additionally, two of the seven agencies, the Department of 
Transportation (DDOT) and Fire and Emergency Medical Services 
(FEMS), provided none of the additional requested documentation; 
including internal policies and procedures for the special event 
process, copies of applications for special events and invoices and 
payment data for fees charged and collected for the period of our 
audit. 
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Audit Results 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Overall, we found the Mayor’s Special Events Task Group (the Task 
Group) operating efficiently and effectively. However, we did 
identify instances in which controls over the special events process 
could be improved within certain individual agencies serving on the 
Task Group. We further found no formal information sharing 
process between the agencies on the Task Group, subsequent to a 
held event, to discuss the positive and/or negative results of the 
event. This could include whether the event was held and no issues 
arose or that there were issues that occurred that should be 
addressed before the organizer can hold a special event again within 
the District.   
 
1. We recommend that District agencies establish a 

system to ensure that special event organizers are 
charged the correct fees and payments are 
received in a timely manner, in accordance 
Mayor’s Special Events Task Group Planning 
Guide.  

 
The Task Group provides a “Special Events Planning Guide” (the 
guide) updated annually for special event organizers that lists the 
various fees that can be charged for services. The guide states that 
fees are to be paid 15 days before the event is held, but notes that 
each agency can also require a different payment period. As 
previously stated, although each agency has their own payment 
requirements, generally, the fees must be paid prior to the event 
taking place or the services may not be provided ultimately affecting 
whether the event may be held.   
 
The organizer is also given a special events checklist that provides 
the next steps required to secure agency services or required permits 
or licenses. The event organizer is also provided with a 
determination of any required fees and an invoice(s).  
 
According to the Homeland Security and Emergency Management 
Agency (HSEMA), the Task Group’s role informally ends at the 
conditional approval stage. However, communication between the 
agencies often continues to ensure that all issues of public safety are 
addressed. In fact, approval signatures are required from the 
Metropolitan Police Department (MPD), the District of Columbia 
Department of Health (DOH) and the District of Columbia 
Department of Fire and Emergency Medical Services (FEMS) before 
a special event permit can be issued by the District of Columbia 
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Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA). Once 
conditional approval is given by the Task Group, an event organizer 
will interact directly with each identified District agency to obtain 
the permits and services identified on the checklist/conditional 
approval. This will include the payment for any services invoiced 
and to be collected from the agencies. 
 
In reviewing a sample of special events in which fees were paid, we 
found several instances in which the amount of fees paid were less 
than the fee amount identified for that period in the guide. The 
Office of the District of Columbia Auditor (ODCA) also found that 
agencies do not have control activities in place to ensure payments 
are received prior to the event-taking place. We found a number of 
event organizers did not pay for event services before the event was 
held. In one instance, the fees charged by the District of Columbia 
Department of Public Works (DPW) for a towing service for a large 
parade remained unpaid for nearly a year.  
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2. We recommend that HSEMA and the agency 
members of the Mayor’s Special Events Task 
Group execute proper internal controls over the 
special events process. 

 
The Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) Standards for 
Internal Control notes that one of the standards is control activities; 
which is the actions management establishes through policies and 
procedures to achieve objectives and respond to risks in the internal 
control system. Some common categories of control activities 
include (1) accurate and timely recording of transactions and events, 
(2) segregation of duties, (3) appropriate documentation of 
transactions and internal control, (4) and reviews by management at 
the functional or activity level.  
 
The District of Columbia’s Office of the Chief Financial Officer’s 
Policies and Procedures Manual, further details the record retention 
policies for accounting records for the District agencies. At a 
minimum, records pertaining to cash receipts should be maintained 
at least six years after the close of the fiscal year.   
 
We found agencies’ internal processes and procedures were not 
documented or formalized. As a result, agencies had untimely, 
uncollected, and incorrect payments, as well as, missing 
documentation. As noted in Figure 1, the following control 
weaknesses were noted for each of the seven agencies we tested.  
 
Agencies’ Control Weaknesses 

 
The lack of controls for documentation retention prevented us from 
determining the total amount of fees that should have been charged 
and collected during the audit scope. We were also unable to fully 
determine if the correct fees were collected.  
 
ODCA also found that a consistent event closeout process is lacking 
between the Task Group agencies. Although some Special Event 
Coordinators at agencies indicated they are in regular contact with 
HSEMA to address questions or concerns leading up to the event, 
there is no consistent formal review process that takes place with the 
Task Group after the event has concluded.   

Agency Polices/Procedures Segregation/Duties Documentation 

ABRA x   

DCRA x   

DDOT x  x 

DOH x  x 

DPW x x x 

FEMS x  x 

MPD    

Figure 1 
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HSEMA staff indicated that a meeting is held if an issue occurs. An 
after-action report is prepared to note the issues and the outcomes. 
However, we believe that with this process, HSEMA is missing an 
opportunity to proactively discuss both the positive and/or negative 
results of an event before the next scheduled event. 
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Audit Results Summary 
 
 
 
 
 

Our audit identified two recommendations that could strengthen the oversight of the special events 
process. To ensure compliance with legislative requirements and management authorizations, we 
recommend that the District agencies of the Task Group:   

 
 
 

 

  

Recommendation Finding 

1. We recommend that District agencies 
establish a system to ensure that special 
event organizers are charged the correct 
fees and payments are received in a timely 
manner, in accordance Mayor’s Special 
Events Task Group Planning Guide. 

 We found several instances in which the 
amount of fees paid were less than the fee 
amount identified for that period in the 
guide. We also found that agencies do not 
have control activities in place to ensure 
payments are received prior to the event-
taking place and a number of event 
organizers did not pay for event services 
before the event was held.  

2. We recommend that HSEMA and the 
agency members of the Mayor’s Special 
Events Task Group execute proper 
internal controls over the special events 
process. 

 We found agencies’ internal processes and 
procedures were not documented or 
formalized. As a result, agencies had 
untimely, uncollected, and incorrect 
payments, as well as missing 
documentation.  
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Conclusion  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overall, we found several instances in which the amount of fees paid 
were less than the fee amount identified for that period in the guide. 
Our audit also found that agencies do not have control activities in 
place to ensure payments are received prior to the event-taking place 
and a number of event organizers did not pay for event services 
before the event was held. Additionally, we found agencies’ internal 
processes and procedures were not documented or formalized. As a 
result, agencies had untimely, uncollected, and incorrect payments, 
as well as, missing documentation.  
 
We formulated recommendations to address these weaknesses and 
strengthen the program. We are pleased to note that the agencies 
identified in our report, generally agreed with the recommendations 
and presented in written responses, the steps they have begun to take 
to implement the recommendations.    
  
 
 

Sincerely, 

 
 

Lawrence Perry,  
Acting District of Columbia Auditor  
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Agency Comments  
 
 
 
 
 
 
On August 15, 2014, we submitted a draft version of this report to the 
Homeland Security and Emergency Management Agency (HSEMA), 
the District of Columbia Alcoholic Beverage Regulation 
Administration (ABRA), the District of Columbia Department of 
Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA), the District of Columbia 
Department of Transportation (DDOT), the District of Columbia 
Department of Health (DOH), the District of Columbia Department 
of Public Works (DPW), the District of Columbia Department of Fire 
and Emergency Medical Services (FEMS), and the Metropolitan 
Police Department (MPD). 
 
The Auditor received written comments from HSEMA on August 29, 
2014; DPW on September 3, 2014; FEMS on September 4, 2014; 
ABRA and DDOT on September 5, 2014; and MPD on September 12, 
2014. Generally, the agencies agreed with the recommendations and 
identified the steps that have begun to be implemented. The agencies’ 
responses are included with this report. 
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Auditor’s Response to Agency Comments  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Auditor appreciates the comments provided by the District of 
Columbia Alcoholic Beverage Regulation Administration (ABRA), the 
District of Columbia Department of Transportation (DDOT), the 
District of Columbia Department of Public Works (DPW), the District 
of Columbia Department of Fire and Emergency Medical Services 
(FEMS), and the Homeland Security and Emergency Management 
Agency (HSEMA), and the Metropolitan Police Department (MPD). 
 
We are pleased to note that in their responses, the agencies identified 
the steps currently being undertaken to strengthen their controls 
over the special events process. 
 

 
 
 
 
 


