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RE:
  

Investigation of Columbus Zoo and Aquarium – Plante Moran Reports 

Dear Keith: 

The Board of Directors of the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium (“the Zoo”) 
retained our firm, Porter Wright Morris & Arthur, LLP, to conduct an 
investigation and provide legal advice into certain potential improper conduct 
involving members of Zoo management.  As part of our investigation, we 
retained Plante Moran to conduct a forensic analysis related to potential 
misuse of the Zoo’s barter accounts, credit card purchases, and benefits 
obtained without prior authorization. Plante Moran’s reports are attached 
herein.1 The reports state, among other things, that: 

• There was no finding that Zoo management misused Levy funds. 

• Zoo assets were used by former CEO Tom Stalf, former CFO Greg 
Bell, former Director of Marketing Peter Fingerhut, and former Director of 
Purchasing Tracy Murnane to purchase items for personal use such as: 

o Concert tickets; 
o Sporting events; 
o Golf club memberships; 
o Trips; 
o Clothing; 
o Meals; 
o Electronics; 
o Furniture; 
o Services; and  
o Other miscellaneous items.  

 

• Stalf and Bell purchased vehicles with Zoo funds for personal use. 
 

• Stalf and Bell instructed the Zoo to pay for numerous iPad 
connections. 
 

• The Zoo incurred at least $631,651 in losses. These losses are 
itemized as follows:  

o Stalf is responsible for $423,049 in losses, plus interest. 
o Bell is responsible for $138,889 in losses, plus interest. 
o Fingerhut is responsible for $56,981 in losses, plus interest. 

 
1 To protect the privacy interests of individuals who were not involved in any of the inappropriate actions discussed in the 

report, Plante Moran redacted personal identifying information. 
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o Murnane is responsible for $12,732 in losses, plus interest. 
 

• The Zoo formerly utilized IronRoad, a professional employer organization, to manage temporary 

employees and related benefits. IronRoad had cash flow challenges since 2015 and requested 

that the Zoo make pre-payments and advances of service fees. Although the Zoo made multiple 

pre-payments to IronRoad totaling $725,000, IronRoad owes the Zoo a principal balance of 

approximately $375,000, plus interest. The Zoo has terminated its relationship with IronRoad. 

• In addition to the preliminary recommendations we made in our April 6, 2021 letter, as well as the 

recommendations made by Plante Moran in its August 18, 2021 forensic analysis reports, we 

recommend that the Zoo: 

o Determine and quantify further losses to the Zoo caused by Stalf, Bell, Murnane, and 

Fingerhut; 

o Pursue recovery, including civil lawsuits if necessary, against Stalf, Bell, Murnane, and 

Fingerhut for Zoo losses quantified by Plante Moran and any additional losses 

determined; 

o Re-evaluate the scope and subject matter of Zoo financial audits;  

o Continue to fully cooperate with all state and local governmental investigations; and 

o Provide a copy of these reports to and cooperate with any prosecutorial authorities in 

their determination and pursuit of criminal charges. 

 

Should you have further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.  

 

 

Very truly yours, 

Fred G. Pressley, Jr. 

Fred G. Pressley, Jr., Esq. 

Scott North, Esq. 

 Arslan Sheikh, Esq. 
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 August 18, 2021 

 

Fred G. Pressley, Esq. 
Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP  
41 South High Street  
Columbus, OH 43215  
 
 Re:   Columbus Zoo and Aquarium 
  Forensic Analysis – Barter Accounts, Credit Cards and Perks/Benefits 
 
Dear Mr. Pressley: 
 
As requested, we provided a forensic analysis involving various areas of focus for the Columbus 

Zoo and Aquarium and its related entities (collectively herein, the “Zoo”).  This engagement 

commenced due to allegations of resource misuse by select management personnel at the Zoo.  

We addressed the use of levy funds, bids/contracts, rental properties, and advances given to 

HumaCare/IronRoad in separate reports.  For this report, we determined losses to the Zoo in the 

following categories: 

A. Barter accounts  

B. Credit card purchases 

C. Benefits (Perks) 

We outline several other results in Section D. Other Findings for which we have not determined 

losses but bring to your attention.  We also include recommendations to the Zoo at the end of this 

report to strengthen its internal control environment regarding credit card purchases and its 

general accounting practices. 

Our report is to provide you with the results of our analysis for the above noted categories.  It is 

not intended to express an opinion on the Zoo’s internal controls or financial statements in 

accordance with standards issued by the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants.
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KEY MANAGEMENT PERSONNEL AND FAMILY MEMBERS 

• Thomas Stalf (“Stalf”), former CEO 
o Colleen, spouse 
o Kylee, daughter 
o Brady, son 
o Brendan, son 
o John Carroll, father-in-law 
o Marlyne Carroll, mother-in-law 
o Tim Carroll, brother-in-law 

• Gregory Bell (“Bell”), former CFO 
o Janice, spouse 
o Grant, son; currently employed at the Zoo 
o Mitchell, son; provided landscaping services to Zoo rental properties  
o Jillian, daughter 

• Peter Fingerhut (“Fingerhut”), former Vice President of Marketing 
o Joni, spouse 
o Blake, son 

• Tracy Murnane (“Murnane”), former Director of Purchasing 
o Lugene, spouse; owns Uptown Signs, a Zoo vendor 
o Andrew, son 
o Justin, son 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Based on our analysis as described: 

1. Zoo assets were used by the key management personnel to purchase: 
a. Concert tickets 
b. Sporting events 
c. Golf club memberships 
d. Trips 
e. Clothing 
f. Meals 
g. Electronics 
h. Furniture 
i. Services 
j. Miscellaneous non-Zoo related items, e.g., iTunes, SiriusXM  

 
2. Stalf and Bell used Zoo funds to purchase vehicles for personal use and had them insured 

under the Zoo’s commercial auto policies. 

3. Stalf and Bell instructed the Zoo to pay simultaneously for multiple iPads and connections 

for their benefit. 
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4. Stalf, Bell, and Fingerhut obtained golf memberships to Wedgewood and Kinsale, even 

though the Zoo has its own course/club. 

5. Stalf and Fingerhut incurred personal charges at Kinsale for which the Zoo paid. 

6. Over $1.5 million was spent by the Zoo for sporting events, concerts and other 

entertainment at Schottenstein Center, Nationwide Arena and other venues. 

7. Various events and meals were noted as Board Member and/or Vendor entertainment, 

without specifics. 

8. Despite a 2018 recommendation by the Zoo’s financial statement auditor that receipts and 

adequate documentation should be provided, supporting information was still not provided 

by executives. 

9. Due to the lack of supporting information/documentation submitted by the executives, we 

were limited in rendering determinations on all expenses relating to events and other 

purchases. 

10. Initial losses are summarized below, by category and allocation. 

Initial Losses Identified 

  

These losses exclude the losses related to rental real estate and Meade Construction which are 

captured in separate reports.  We found no evidence that these losses were reimbursed by these 



Fred G. Pressley, Esq.    August 18, 2021 
Columbus Zoo and Aquarium – Forensic Analysis  Page 4 of 39 

 
 

former employees as we have already accounted for cash receipts paid by these former 

employees for reimbursement, when applicable. 

BACKGROUND 

In early 2021, The Dispatch disclosed that a whistleblower claimed that Zoo assets were used for 

personal purchases.  Porter Wright was engaged by the Zoo to investigate the allegations.  In 

March 29, 2021, Stalf and Bell resigned after being confronted with several of the findings 

identified by Porter Wright.  Plante Moran was engaged by Porter Wright on April 5, 2021 to 

supplement the investigation to determine if public funds were misused and advise of any other 

inappropriate financial conduct.  If misuse of Zoo funds was identified, Plante Moran was to 

quantify the losses incurred by the Zoo. 

TASKS PERFORMED 

In order to complete our objectives, we performed the following tasks: 

1. Analyzed IMS and ITEX barter account statement activity from 2011 through May 2021. 

2. Analyzed activity for: 

a. “Executive” credit cards 

i. Chase x0319 (Stalf) from March 2020 through March 2021 

ii. Huntington Bank (Stalf, Bell) from January 2016 through April 2020 

iii. American Express (Bell and Stalf) from January 2015 through March 2021 

b. Other accounts 

i. Chase Mastercard (Bell, Stalf, Fingerhut, Murnane) from January 2015 

through October 2018 

ii. Fifth Third Mastercard (Bell, Stalf, Fingerhut, Murnane) from January 2016 

through November 2018 

iii. Capital One credit card (Bell, Stalf, Fingerhut, Murnane) from November 

2018 through March 2021 

3. Analyzed Zoo check register data from January 2015 through April 2021. 

4. Reviewed supporting documentation for select credit card transactions and Accounts 

Payable (“A/P”) payments to vendors. 

a. Lowes business account 

b. Home Depot credit services 
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c. Others  

5. Reviewed the 2018 John Gerlach and Company LLC credit card analysis report and 

provided workpapers. 

6. Performed email analytics. 

FINDINGS 

A. Barter Accounts 

The Zoo has barter accounts with IMS and ITEX, each of which operate similarly.  The Zoo “sells” 

tickets to the Zoo, Zoombezi Bay, and the Safari Golf Course and, in return, receives credit to 

spend at other vendors within the barter network.  This arrangement has been in place for several 

decades.  The Zoo’s credit balance increased significantly over the years since there were fewer 

reciprocal options for the Zoo to spend its credit.  As of May 29, 2021, the Zoo stopped selling 

tickets to these barter networks and is in the process of spending the remaining balance of over 

$400,000 on Zoo expenses/needs. 

From January 2011 through May 2021, the Zoo purchased $845,526.94 of goods and services 

through the barter accounts, excluding the transaction fees paid1.  We summarized purchases by 

vendor, and further analyzed all vendors paid $1,000 or more, of which there were 96 vendors 

paid $814,631.37 and $62,326.16 in related transaction fees, for a total of $876,957.53.  We 

further segregated these purchases by event tickets and other goods/services. 

1. Event Tickets 

The Zoo purchased $178,740.80 of tickets for events, plus $12,178.30 in cash transaction fees, 

for a total of $190,919.10, over 186 separate transactions.  We reviewed supporting 

documentation available in the email files of Bell, Stalf, Fingerhut, and Murnane to determine the 

user(s) of the tickets, when possible. 

After reviewing documentation, of the total $190,919.10 barter transactions for events, we 

calculate the following: 

 

1 When the Zoo purchases from another vendor within the network, the Zoo must also pay a cash fee; IMS 
charges 6% of the purchase price and ITEX charges 10% of the purchase price. 
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We identified emails/supporting documentation for the events in the “Unknown” category but were 

unable to determine the end user(s) of the tickets.  Some events had no support available entirely.  

Events in the “No” category were verified to be for legitimate Zoo business purposes, such as 

employee raffles.  For confirmed losses, we utilized a conservative approach whereby if we could 

not determine the user(s) of the tickets, regardless of the purchaser, we did not include the 

purchase as a loss; an event is considered a loss only if support indicated it was clearly for 

personal use, such as tickets being forwarded to a family member. 

For example, we identified the following email in which Stalf purchased 5 World Series tickets, 

totaling $9,964.00, and forwarded the tickets to his father-in-law (John Carroll at 

knowresponse@yahoo.com) and brother-in-law (Tim Carroll): 

Email to John Carroll  
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Email to Tim Carroll  

 

Confirmed losses are allocated by user and event below: 

 

Appendix A contains supporting documentation for each loss. 
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While attempting to identify the beneficiaries of tickets, we discovered numerous emails 

demonstrating an overall culture of entitlement regarding the personal use of the suite and  

concert/sporting event tickets.  For example, Bell’s daughter, Jillian, emailed Bell and his wife, 

Jan, on May 24, 2018 with a list of requested events, as shown below: 

 

While we identified some tickets purchased for the specific events listed by Jillian, we were unable 

to confirm that the tickets purchased were provided to her. 

Because we took a conservative approach, it is likely that the Zoo incurred additional losses from 

Stalf, Bell, Murnane, and Fingerhut purchasing tickets through the barter accounts for personal 

use beyond what we have been able to quantify at this time. 

2. Other Goods/Services 

Of the remaining $686,038.43 analyzed ($876,957.53 of vendors paid $1,000 or more less 

$190,919.10 of events), we reviewed emails, reviewed invoices provided by IMS and ITEX, and 

contacted vendors to determine the nature of the purchases. We identified $11,979.21 of personal 

purchases, shown below, which includes the related cash fees: 
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Appendix A contains supporting documentation for each loss. 

These barter account losses do not include the following transactions: 

• $142,051.00 for Muirfield Memorial tickets (annual golf event) and $12,360.94 in related 

cash fees. 

• Membership and spend for Stalf and Fingerhut at Kinsale Golf and Fitness Club LLC 

(“Kinsale”).  We address these purchases in a later section under C. Perks/Benefits. 

Similar to the events ticket analysis above, we utilized a conservative approach to quantify losses 

which could be confirmed; additional losses may exist but cannot be confirmed with existing 

documentation. Combined losses for personal barter account activity, by person and excluding 

Kinsale, is shown below: 

 

We provide a summary, by category, of the Barter purchases made from vendors paid $1,000 or 

more for reference under Schedule 1. 
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B. Credit Card Purchases 

From January 2015 through April 2021, there were over 20,000 credit card transactions on Zoo 

credit cards.  We manually reviewed documentation for transactions on cards held by Stalf, Bell, 

and Fingerhut.  We also manually reviewed select purchases by Murnane, focusing our review 

on purchase orders which were both initiated and approved by Murnane given the significant 

volume of transactions by Murnane in the normal course of his employment as the Director of 

Purchasing. 

It is worth noting that John Gerlach & Company LLP (“Gerlach”), the Zoo’s financial statement 

auditor, performed “additional procedures related to credit card activity”, in 2018 as requested by 

the Audit Committee.  Gerlach issued a two-page report dated August 21, 2018 (see Appendix 

B) in which it had three (3) findings: 

 

Gerlach made recommendations which involved updating policies to include spending limits on 

travel and entertainment, implementing a separate credit card policy, consolidating credit card 

companies and requesting employees to provide a business purpose for 2018 credit card 

expenses “greater than $7,500 to date”.  This recommendation is understood to apply to those 

employees whose expenses total more than  $7,500 by the date of the report (August 21, 2018) 

for the 2018 calendar year. 
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While the Zoo did consolidate its credit cards, the CEO and CFO retained separate credit cards, 

labeled the “executive cards”.  Further, even after the issuance of Gerlach’s report, supporting 

documentation was still not always provided for purchases.  Descriptions were, at times, modified 

to give the illusion that it related to Zoo business as shown for the SiriusXM expenses below.  

SiriusXM was cancelled in April 2021 and only after Bell resigned, which is another indication it 

was used personally. 

Card Date Zoo Description Amount Card 
Holder 

American Express 12/11/15 Siriusxm.com--                   217.00  Bell 

American Express 01/10/16 Sirius XM--                    219.22  Bell 

American Express 07/10/16 Bell Siriusxm.com--                    219.22  Bell 

American Express 12/10/16 Siriusxm.com--                    219.22  Bell 

American Express 01/10/17 Sirius XM--                    233.85  Bell 

American Express 06/23/17 SiriusXM Radio--                    217.00  Bell 

American Express 06/26/17 SiriusXM Radio--                    120.65  Bell 

American Express 07/10/17 Sirius XM--                    219.22  Bell 

American Express 12/10/17 Sirius XM Radio--                    233.85  Bell 

American Express 01/12/18 Sirius XM Radio--                    233.85  Bell 

American Express 02/21/18 Sirius XM Radio--                    126.16  Bell 

American Express 05/20/18 Sirius XM Radio Promo Van--                      38.16  Bell 

American Express 06/22/18 Sirius XM Radio for Stalf--                    236.48  Bell 

American Express 06/25/18 Sirius XM Radio for Rapp--                    161.15  Bell 

American Express 07/10/18 Sirius XM for Animal Progs Van--                     244.52  Bell 

American Express 11/20/18 Sirius XM for Animal Progs Van--                         9.34  Bell 

American Express 12/10/18 Animal Programs Sirius XM-Sirius XM-                     258.52  Bell 

American Express 01/10/19 Satellite Radio for Animal Programs-Sirius XM-                     258.53  Bell 

American Express 02/10/19 Sirius XM Radio Animal Progs Satelite-Sirius XM-                     180.90  Bell 

 

As the Zoo’s CFO for the last 30 years and a Certified Public Accountant, Bell knew, or should 

have known, that failing to provide proper supporting documentation can jeopardize the 

organization’s tax status with the IRS2.  The misleading descriptions and/or lack of documentation 

 

2 Publication 4221 PC (Rev. 3/2018) 
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for purchases provides additional evidence that Stalf and Bell used Zoo assets for their personal 

benefit. 

1. Events 

Similar to the barter account analysis, we separated transactions related to events, including 

tickets, food/beverages, and related transportation/parking, from other credit card transactions to 

determine losses for events.  Event spend on credit cards totaled $534,204.18 from 2015 to 2021.  

We calculated losses only if we could confirm personal use through email review.  For example, 

Stalf sent this email to the parents of his son’s basketball team. 

 

We linked this email to three Ohio State University purchases on Stalf’s American Express 

account. 

Card Date Description Amount Card Holder 

American Express 12/26/15 OSU Entertainment--     1,110.53  Stalf 

American Express 12/31/15 Ohio State Univ- Drinks Food Board Mem--        704.07  Stalf 

American Express 12/31/15 Ohio State Univ- Drinks Food Board Mem--        593.18  Stalf 

A summary of losses by individual is shown below; a full listing of the transactions comprising 

these losses is provided in Schedule 2.  Appendix C contains supporting documentation for each 

loss. 
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In instances where we identified two individuals utilizing tickets/catering for the same event 

personally, we allocated the loss equally. 

 

As stated in the Barter Events analysis, Zoo officials had a cavalier attitude towards events, 

making it challenging to determine amounts paid for specific events and calculate losses; it is 

likely additional losses exist.  There are a multitude of examples in email communication 

displaying the attitude towards tickets.  For example, Fingerhut asked for a $10,000 invoice under 

“Promotional Support” to essentially build a reserve with Nationwide Arena for future ticket 

purchases: 

 

Another discussion between Stalf, Bell, and Murnane signified the excessive spending on events 

by comparing the cost of a satellite phone for a Rwanda trip to the cost of “one Bell suite”: 
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Based on this email, we have captured the related expenses to the events listed by Stalf as losses 

to Bell. 

In another email, Fingerhut asked Bell to put events-related expenses on his card because 

Fingerhut had “just put a few on my card so wanted to have it show up elsewhere”: 
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Executives also obtained a suite for events at Ohio State University’s Schottenstein Center “so 

we will always have a suite when we want it.” 

 

It was standard practice to ship tickets to Fingerhut’s home, rather than the Zoo: 

 

We note that credit card spending on events essentially stopped after May 2018: 
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This is despite Bell requesting a number of tickets in April 2018: 

 

The abrupt halt of event spending when documentation was required after the Gerlach report calls 

into question the business purpose of event spending prior to the audit.   

2. Personal Purchases (excluding events) 

We utilized the same approach to determine losses, whereby we confirmed a loss from credit 

card spend if the supporting documentation indicated the good/service purchased was for 

personal use, the receipt shows the item being sent to the purchaser’s home address, receipts 

were not provided after the Gerlach report, or, as in the SiriusXM expenses, current personnel is 

unaware of this service being used for Zoo business. 

One example is Stalf’s Amazon purchases, for which few receipts were provided.  Because Stalf 

used his Zoo email account to receive confirmation emails from Amazon for his purchases, we 

obtained those emails that relate to the purchases shown on the credit card statements up through 

2019.  In 2020, Amazon removed listing the products purchased within the confirmation emails 

and, therefore, we are unable to determine the specific items purchased.  Below is an excerpt of 

the Amazon transactions by Stalf, in descending order by amount, and are a portion of the credit 

card losses to the Zoo.  Other Amazon purchases include Amazon music, sports clothing and a 

SONEic sleep machine, and are part of the losses captured in Schedule 3. 
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Date Zoo Description PM Notes Amount 

12/20/19 Stalf Promo Expense-Amazon- Purchase of Binoculars sent to Tom’s house      5,466.63  

11/27/19 Spotting Scope-Amazon- Binoculars for Antarctic Trip; shipped to Toms house      2,749.90  

06/26/17 Stalf Amazon Purchase-- JOOLA Outdoor Table Tennis…         775.01  

03/20/20 Stalf Amazon-Amazon- No detail in email receipt         694.27  

01/03/17 Amazon Books-- Chain Harrow – 6’ x 6         479.00  

06/26/17 Stalf Amazon Purchase-- Thomas Payne 3477221…         423.77  

01/03/21 Amazon – Various No detail in email receipt         381.92  

09/26/16 Amazon-- Laser Genetics ND5 Miniature Laser Designator         299.99  

03/07/20 Amazon No detail in email receipt         256.78  

02/21/17 Amazon Books-- AMP RESEARCH 75300-01A BED…         224.00  

10/15/16 Amazon Order-- Bose SoundLink Mini Bluetooth         212.93  

12/22/16 Amazon Books-- Nixplay Original 15 inch…         189.99  

We also compared purchases to employment agreements, when applicable.  For example, Stalf’s 

board-approved benefits included a $30/month phone allowance: 

 

As a result, Stalf’s credit card purchases for items such as phone cases and phone repairs are 

included as losses attributable to him.  Other personal purchases include airline memberships, 

car washes, and iTunes, among many other items.  As with Amazon purchases, we utilized emails 

to assist in confirming losses when supporting documentation did not exist.   

A full listing of the transactions comprising these losses is provided in Schedule 3, which totals 

nearly $95,000 in aggregate. 

We are confident that there are likely other losses incurred by the Zoo but are unable to determine, 

with absolute certainty, that the purchases were for personal use unless additional information, 

such as invoices and/or receipts, are provided. 
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3. Other Observations 

It is worth noting references to entertaining board members as part of the description by Stalf, 

Bell, Fingerhut, and Murnane for the credit card expenses, as shown by the examples below: 

Card Date Description Amount Card Holder 

American Express 12/20/15 Nationwide Suites - Board Members--   1,069.09  Bell 

American Express 04/26/16 Board Members Dinner--      315.84  Bell 

American Express 05/06/16 Bob Evans Dinner w/Board Member--        63.73  Bell 

American Express 12/04/16 Lunch with New Board Member--      100.12  Bell 

American Express 01/02/17 Tickets for Board Members--     559.20  Bell 

American Express 04/24/17 OSU Food/Drinks Board Members--   1,514.00  Bell 

American Express 06/24/17 Event Tickets for Board Members--   1,000.00  Bell 

American Express 12/17/17 Dinner w/Board Member--        82.53  Bell 

American Express 12/29/17 OSU Food/Drinks Board Members--  1,219.53  Bell 

American Express 12/07/15 Dinner Potential Board Members--     580.96  Stalf 

American Express 12/23/15 Dinner w/Board Member--       58.55  Stalf 

American Express 12/31/15 Ohio State Univ- Drinks Food Board Mem--     704.07  Stalf 

American Express 12/31/15 Ohio State Univ- Drinks Food Board Mem--     593.18  Stalf 

American Express 05/10/16 Mtg Board Members--     145.92  Stalf 

American Express 06/30/16 Dinner w/Board Member--       76.47  Stalf 

American Express 07/25/16 Lunch w/Board Members--     163.89  Stalf 

American Express 08/06/16 Mtg Board Member--       72.07  Stalf 

American Express 08/09/16 Lunch w/Board Member--       58.38  Stalf 

American Express 08/26/16 Lunch w/Board Member--       24.67  Stalf 

American Express 09/02/16 Nationwide Suites - Board Member--  2,610.51  Stalf 

Chase 07/02/16 Food & Drinks Board Membrs--WINNER'S 
LAKEVIEW MA 

      39.18  Bell 

Chase 09/10/15 Breakfast Board Member-Hellas Carry Out-       23.25  Stalf 

Chase 05/16/15 Dinner Board Members-Average Joes-     200.71  Fingerhut 

Chase 03/24/16 Cigars for Board Members-Stogies Cigars-     176.98  Fingerhut 

Chase 06/09/17 Cigars for Board Members--STOGIES     470.68  Fingerhut 

Chase 07/03/17 Food & Drinks Board Members--COLUMBUS 
CLPR 

 1,929.70  Fingerhut 

Chase 01/08/15 Board Member Entertainment-Aladdin Limos-     300.00  Murnane 
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In addition, Bell, Fingerhut, and Murnane provided meals and event tickets to vendors.  An 

example from the credit card entries provided by Bell is below: 

Card Date Description Amount Card Holder 

American Express 03/27/17 OSU Tickets for Vendors--   1,076.55  Bell 

American Express 11/06/17 OSU Tickets for Vendor & Donors--   1,576.52  Bell 

American Express 11/07/17 Tickets for Vendor & Donor--      618.22  Bell 

American Express 12/28/17 Tickets for Vendor--      122.40  Bell 

 

It is difficult to understand the reason Zoo executives would need to entertain vendors.  Typically, 

vendors provide meals and event tickets to current or potential customers.  Therefore, the 

accuracy of the descriptions for these expenses provided by these executives is questionable. 

Excluding food for events, we noted that Fingerhut and Murnane purchased numerous meals, 

spending over $34,000 and $26,000, respectively, from 2015 through 2019.  Many of these meals 

are labeled as staff meals. 

C. Perks/Benefits 

1. Vehicles - RV 

In September 2017, Stalf authorized the Zoo to purchase a used 2009 Ford F-53 RV.  An example 

of this type of vehicle is below but is not the actual RV purchased; this picture is to provide a visual 

for the reader. 
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No invoice was provided for the $45,000 purchase; only a business card with payment information 

to be remitted to the owner, Sandra Butcher (see Appendix D).  It was conveyed that Stalf 

admitted to using the RV personally on at least one occasion, e.g., taking his family to Put-In-Bay 

for a personal vacation.  There does not appear to be a legitimate business purpose for the Zoo 

to own this vehicle, which was sold in 2020 to Arena Motor Sales for $37,750.  We have 

determined the loss to the Zoo as the variance between the purchase and sale prices of $7,250, 

allocated to Stalf. 

2. Vehicles – Other 

The Zoo purchased a 2016 Toyota Highlander for Stalf.  This purchase was a) in addition to his 

$600/month vehicle allowance per his contract, b) was not part of his contract, and c) was not 

authorized by the Board.  The Toyota was purchased on June 21, 2016 for $51,174.13 and traded 

in at a value of $34,000 to purchase a 2018 Mitsubishi Outlander on February 19, 2018.  

Therefore, the net loss on the purchase/sale of the Toyota is $17,174 (see Appendix E).   

At the time of sale, the net purchase price was $38,443, after the $2,500 deduction for “cash 

received” which was comprised of $2,000 “customer cash” and $500 “Loyalty – 2005 Saturn”.  

The Zoo states it has no record of the $2,000 payment.  It is possible this amount was paid 

personally by Stalf or it is Mitsubishi Loyalty Cash.  The Mitsubishi was sold in April 2021 for 

$16,000 .  The net loss to the Zoo for this purchase/sale is $22,443 with supporting documentation 

provided as Appendix E. 

A 2016 GMC Yukon was purchased for $34,530 on December 5, 2019 by the Zoo for Bell. The 

Zoo had no contractual obligation to purchase a vehicle for Bell.  The Yukon was sold in April 

2021 for $30,000.  The net loss to the Zoo for this purchase/ sale is $4,530 with supporting 

documentation provided as Appendix F. 

In addition to the aforementioned vehicles, it is understood that Stalf and Bell had nearly exclusive 

use of two 2011 Nissan Armada SUVs that had been donated to the Zoo.  We are not including 

their use of these vehicles as a financial loss but mention it to underscore the questionable 

practices by these two Zoo executives, as shown in these emails below. 
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3. Auto Insurance 

We learned that the vehicles noted above were covered by the Zoo’s auto insurance policies.  This 

insurance is purchased for the Zoo’s fleet of vehicles each year.  Because the Zoo does not receive 

a detailed listing of the applicable premium for each vehicle, we have determined the insurance 

premium to apply to the personal vehicles by taking the annual Business Auto Commercial 

Package paid each year and dividing it by the number of vehicles covered.  This approach provides 

a reasonable amount to apply as the estimated loss for insurance costs. 

Estimated insurance costs total $5,265.47: 
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The detailed calculation is under Schedule 4. 

4. Verizon – iPads/Connections 

From 2016 through 2021, Stalf instructed the Zoo to pay for, up to, six (6) iPads/connections each 

month.  This simultaneous number of iPads/connections is excessive and questionable.  We 

assumed one connection is reasonable and have allocated the loss for the remaining connections 

to Stalf. This loss is captured on Schedule 5 and totals $22,251.29. 

Bell also had more than one iPad/connection for a period during this timeframe and we have 

performed a similar loss calculation, which totals $1,254.40 and is captured on Schedule 6. 

5. Kinsale Golf & Fitness Club 

Stalf and Fingerhut were members at Kinsale.  Memberships3 and other costs were paid using a 

combination of the Zoo’s barter accounts and credit cards.  Based on the credit card data and 

supporting documentation, when available, Fingerhut’s costs were paid using Bell’s Huntington 

Bank credit card; Stalf’s costs were typically paid using his Zoo credit card4.   

Prior to May 2018, Stalf and Fingerhut did not provide statements to support Kinsale expenses.  

The statements from January 1, 2017 through April 30, 2018 were provided by Kinsale during the 

Gerlach credit card analysis engagement.  After the Gerlach report, statements were attached to 

Stalf and Bell’s credit card statements/invoices.  As noted by Gerlach in its analysis workpapers, 

Bell’s credit card revealed Kinsale Apparel and other purchases, as shown by the excerpt below: 

 

3 “Marquee Golf Family” is the name of the type of membership held at Kinsale. 
4 Bell’s Huntington Bank card was also utilized.   
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Similarly, we identified purchases by family members, e.g. Colleen Stalf’s Kinsale membership 

number used at the pro shop, and Joni Fingerhut and Blake Fingerhut’s Kinsale membership 

numbers used at restaurants, and kids’ meals, paid for by the Zoo.  For example, 

• Charges on Zoo employee accounts by other family members 
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• Charges incurred on holidays 
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• Pro-Shop purchases 
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It was conveyed that, when the Zoo recently requested additional statements/information for this 

investigation, Kinsale stated that these memberships were personally held by these employees 

and, therefore, declined to provide further details.   

Stalf and Fingerhut were not given permission by the Board to obtain memberships to this club.  

It is understood that the only club authorized by the Board was for Stalf to join the Columbus Club 

to facilitate conducting downtown business meetings given the club’s location at 181 East Broad 

Street. Further, based on the available Kinsale statements, there is little evidence that the 

memberships were utilized for business development but, instead, for personal enjoyment.  

Therefore, we have deemed all Kinsale membership costs/purchases via barter and credit cards, 

totaling $93,869.53, as losses to the Zoo. These losses also include the IMS fees that were 

incurred at rates of 6% to 6.5% for the barter amounts. 

We reviewed the cash receipts logs to identify if Kinsale transactions were reimbursed to the Zoo 

given the number of personal transactions we identified on the statement chits.  Fingerhut 

reimbursed the Zoo $914.35 and only during the latter half of 2018 for personal Kinsale 

purchases, as shown below: 

 

Fingerhut’s reimbursements began after the Gerlach credit card analysis and when receipts were 

required by the Zoo thereafter.  For Stalf, no reimbursements for Kinsale purchases occurred.   

We deducted Fingerhut’s reimbursements from his portion of the losses related to Kinsale.  The 

net losses are quantified below, by member: 
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We provide the detailed loss as Schedule 7. 

Activities by the members began to diminish after the Gerlach report as evidenced by the Zoo no 

longer incurring credit card charges for Fingerhut’s activities at Kinsale beginning November 

2018, although the barter charges continued.  It is assumed that less oversight of the barter 

activity allowed these charges to occur. 

6. Wedgewood Golf Club 

The Zoo and Wedgewood Golf Club (“Wedgewood”) entered into an agreement that Wedgewood 

would provide four (4) memberships valued at $8,670 each and access to all event space in 

exchange for: 

• 700 general admission tickets to Zoombezi Bay 

• 200 general admission Zoo tickets 

• 2 animal visits per year 

• Creature Cash spending vouchers 

• 1 table (8 persons per table) at four concerts at JazzZoo 

• One Behind the Scenes Tour 

We provide the 2018, 2019 and 2020 contracts under Appendix G.  Wedgewood had the option 

of giving tickets away to Wedgewood members or selling them at discounted rates. It is 

understood Stalf and Bell held two of the four memberships provided through this agreement; the 

other two were held by various other employees.  It is questionable the reason(s) these contracts 

were in place given a) the Zoo had its own club/course, b) these memberships/contracts were not 

approved by the Board, and c) there appears insignificant business development was conducted 

at Wedgewood based on the scarce credit card activity and the nominal payments to Wedgewood 

via A/P.  Therefore, the annual membership costs for Stalf and Bell of $8,670 for 2018, 2019 and 

2020 are allocated as losses, totaling $52,020 ($8,670 x 3 years x 2 memberships). 

D. Other Findings 

1. Event Spend versus Financial Performance 

In addition to events purchased on the barter accounts and credit cards above, we identified A/P 

payments to various event facilities and teams, as shown below: 
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Combining these payments with barter and credit card purchases, the Zoo spent over $1.5 

million on these events5 since 2015.   

Many, if not all, of these event expenses, along with other questionable purchases, were coded 

by Bell to the general ledger account 2-81151-240 Promotion Expense.  An excerpt from this 

account shows the listing of Columbus Blue Jackets “promo” activities. 

TRX Date 
Account 

Number 
 Amount  Originating Master Name Reference 

6/14/2013 2-81151-240            1,700.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMO ENVENT W/ JACKET PLAYERS 

7/27/2013 2-81151-240          10,000.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS 2013-2014 PROMO SUPPORT 

12/12/2013 2-81151-240          15,000.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMO SUPPORT FOR BLUE JACKETS 

2/11/2014 2-81151-240            1,995.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMO ACTIVITIES 

3/3/2014 2-81151-240            3,200.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMOTIONAL MARKETING 

4/4/2014 2-81151-240            1,600.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMOTIONAL EVENT W/BLUE JACKE 

7/8/2014 2-81151-240          15,000.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMO EVENTS W/BLUE JACKETS 

9/27/2014 2-81151-240          45,000.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMOTINAL SUPPORT 

6/12/2015 2-81151-240            4,939.50  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS FINAL PROMOTIONAL EVENT PAYMEN 

9/24/2015 2-81151-240          19,396.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMO ACTIVITIES W/ BLUE JACKE 

11/6/2015 2-81151-240          28,333.33  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS PROMOTIONAL PROGRAM 

12/26/2015 2-81151-240          28,333.34  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS 2015 PROMO PROGRAM 

12/26/2015 2-81151-240            3,100.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS 2015 PROMO PROGRAM 

6/16/2017 2-81151-240          55,333.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS 2017 PROMOTIONAL SUPPORT 

4/23/2019 2-81151-240            9,950.00  COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS STANLEY CUP PLAYOFF UTILITIES/ 

The total spend in this account is over $4.7 million from 2012 to 2019, and does not include 

advertising or fundraising expenses, which were tracked separately within the accounting system.  

It has been represented to us that the four individuals involved in these activities claim that the 

use of tickets and events resulted in significant increase in donations.  While we noted that 

 

5 “Event spend” includes purchases for tickets, food/beverage, and parking. 

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

COLHOC Limited Partnership -$            62,199.33$   -$              138,893.00$ 141,465.00$ 73,739.33$  416,296.66$ 

Columbus Blue Jackets 84,102.17   -                73,453.00     -                22,450.00     -               180,005.17   

OSU - Schott Center -              23,000.00     23,000.00     50,000.00     -                -               96,000.00     

OSU - Foundation -              27,000.00     27,000.00     -                -                -               54,000.00     

Franklin County Stadium, Inc. -              10,000.00     10,000.00     10,000.00     -                -               30,000.00     

Columbus Baseball Team, Inc. 10,000.00   2,550.00       -                -                -                -               12,550.00     

94,102.17$ 124,749.33$ 133,453.00$ 198,893.00$ 163,915.00$ 73,739.33$  788,851.83$ 



Fred G. Pressley, Esq.    August 18, 2021 
Columbus Zoo and Aquarium – Forensic Analysis  Page 31 of 39 

 
 

donations increased over the eight-year period, from $5 million in 2012 to $10 million in 2019, so 

did management, fundraising and general expenses, increasing from $16 million to $24 million.  

It is questionable that the benefits outweighed the costs.  

No evidence supports that the Philanthropy Department utilized these tickets for fundraising.  We 

also reviewed credit card activity for 1) Donna Zuiderweg, the former Senior Vice President of 

Community Engagement and 2) the Philanthropy Department, and we did not identify a single 

instance of event suite catering by the users of these accounts.  This finding further substantiates 

that the events were utilized for other reasons beyond Zoo fundraising. 

2. Credit Card Points 

We identified the Zoo was the beneficiary of Huntington, Fifth Third, and Capital One credit card 

points; Huntington points were deposited into a Huntington Checking account owned by the Zoo, 

Fifth Third points were sent via a cash rebate check to the Zoo, and Capital One points were used 

as cash back rewards redeemed against the credit card balance. 

For Chase credit cards used prior to October 2018, we have been unable to determine if points 

were earned, nor how/if they were redeemed. 

For American Express (“AMEX”), the Zoo attempted to obtain information but, when contacted, 

AMEX would not confirm the use of points, claiming those points belong to Stalf and Bell, 

personally, and not the Zoo.  It is evident that Bell used his account to inflate the points 

accumulated.  For example, Bell paid over $1.5 million for the Zoo’s workers compensation liability 

using the Zoo’s AMEX account since January 2015.  We also noted that Bell redeemed these 

points on various occasions to transfer AMEX points to Delta Skymiles, which results in transfer 

fees that we have counted as losses in our credit card analysis.  We identified instances in which 

Bell booked Delta flights with points for Zoo employees on Zoo business.  More information is 

needed to assess additional losses, if any, to the Zoo. 

3. Promotional Trips 

Fingerhut received trips through the Columbus Dispatch and TV10 for meeting spend thresholds 

of Zoo advertising.  While he did allegedly receive 1099s from these organizations, and there is 

no taxable event or direct loss to the Zoo, this incentive may have caused Fingerhut to act in his 

own best interest instead of the Zoo on spending advertising dollars.  For example, we identified 

an email between Leslie Gill at 10TV and Fingerhut, indicating that if the Zoo spent an additional 
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$35,000 above its previously agreed upon amount, Fingerhut could go to the Galapagos Islands 

with TV10.  

 

Fingerhut responded two days later to confirm that he was able to “find” $30K, and would try to 

come up with an additional $5K in spend: 
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We discussed these trips with the President and General Manager of 10TV, John Cardenas, who 

said that, due to the confidential and competitive nature of these trips, 10TV could not provide 

information as to who attended these trips, how often, or if the spend requirements were met (as 

sometimes they would invite certain clients who did not meet the spend threshold).  

4. Cash Advances 

As explained, the Zoo made cash advances to employees for two primary reasons: 

1) Travel with animals, which often resulted in extra work for hotel bellhops and cleaning 

staff.  As a result, these Zoo employees request cash advances to tip; and 

2) International travel to countries in Africa and South America. 

Certain countries required new $100 bills so employees had to ensure the money met the 

requirements for usage. 

The Zoo makes these cash advances in two ways: 

1) Vault adjustments (totaling $35,600 since January 1, 2015) 

2) Checks to employees through A/P (totaling $70,100 since January 1, 2015) 

It is our understanding that employees not assigned to the vault are not able to walk into the vault 

and obtain cash.  It is secured with limited access and a strict process involving two cash counts 

per day to ensure on-hand cash balances.  If  request for cash is made, a purchase order was 

processed and submitted to the vault.  Cash was delivered to the requester and the purchase 

order was attached to the daily balancing paperwork. 

Vault adjustments are summarized by person as follows: 

  

As shown, Stalf received the largest total.  Further inquiry to the Zoo revealed that Stalf’s posture 

was to pay for many items for those guests accompanying him on these international trips.  These 

items included bellhop tips, dinners, spas, etc.  Even when traveling with Hanna, it is understood 

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

Stalf 1,500.00$ -$          7,300.00$   5,900.00$ 5,900.00$ 3,900.00$ 24,500.00$ 

Stalf and Hanna 5,000.00   -            -              -            -            -            5,000.00     

Hanna -            -            2,800.00     300.00      -            -            3,100.00     

Kreger -            -            2,000.00     -            -            -            2,000.00     

Rapp -            -            1,000.00     -            -            -            1,000.00     

Total 6,500.00$ -$          13,100.00$ 6,200.00$ 5,900.00$ 3,900.00$ 35,600.00$ 
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that Stalf received most of the cash advance, if not all, to control the distributions and perception 

of the guests. 

For checks to employees through A/P, a similar process was performed whereby a purchase 

order was processed.  It is our understanding the employee requested a cash advance and 

received a check made payable to the requesting employee or to a bank to cash at the bank when 

needed for travel.  Checks to employees are summarized by person below: 

 

Shannon Swint is the Animal Programs Office Coordinator and had primary responsibility for 

coordinating staff that travelled with the animals. 

We identified instances in which Zoo employees, including Stalf (albeit limited), returned unused 

cash advances back to the Zoo.  Supporting documentation is limited given the nature of these 

expenses (such as tipping bellhops); we have not calculated losses, if any, related to cash 

advances. 

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

SWINT, SHANNON 18,950.00$           11,550.00$ 11,150.00$ 8,450.00$ 6,750.00$   700.00$ 57,550.00$  

RAPP, SUZI -                        -              2,500.00     500.00      500.00        -         3,500.00      

COLUMBUS ZOO -                        1,350.00     -              -            -              -         1,350.00      

WARMOLTS, DOUG -                        -              500.00        -            400.00        -         900.00         

COLEMAN, JANELLE N. -                        -              -              -            800.00        -         800.00         

DOLLINS, TIFFANY -                        -              -              -            750.00        -         750.00         

RAMER, JAN -                        -              -              -            600.00        -         600.00         

GREENE, LEWIS -                        -              -              -            600.00        -         600.00         

BREHOB, SHAWN -                        500.00        -              -            -              -         500.00         

FELTS, ADAM -                        500.00        -              -            -              -         500.00         

REVARD, BARBARA -                        -              500.00        -            -              -         500.00         

JUNGE, RANDY -                        -              -              -            500.00        -         500.00         

GREENE, BRIAN -                        -              500.00        -            -              -         500.00         

MORARITY, SHANNON (BORDERS) -                        -              -              500.00      -              -         500.00         

EARLEY, GINGER -                        400.00        -              -            -              -         400.00         

KREGER, MICHAEL -                        -              -              400.00      -              -         400.00         

CATTEY, PATTI -                        -              250.00        -            -              -         250.00         

Total 18,950.00$           14,300.00$ 15,400.00$ 9,850.00$ 10,900.00$ 700.00$ 70,100.00$  
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5. Related Party Vendors 

Mitchell Bell – Landscaping - The Zoo paid Mitchell Bell, Greg Bell’s son, $22,841.25 from 

January 2018 through December 2020 for mowing and landscaping services.  Greg Bell approved 

each of these payments.  Without further details, we have not calculated a loss to the Zoo for 

these services, as it appears that the services were performed and approximated market rates. 

Uptown Signs LLC - Murnane’s wife, Lugene, is the owner of Uptown Signs LLC, which was 

paid $64,483.50 since 2015.  Similar to Mitchell Bell above, it appears that services were provided, 

and approximate market rates were charged.  Therefore, there is no loss to the Zoo for these 

payments. 

6. Bell’s CPA Activities 

Included in the credit card losses above, the Zoo paid for Bell’s PTIN, or tax-preparer number, as 

well as tax-preparation software.  Bell would not require these items to perform his duties as CFO 

at the Zoo.  We identified instances in which Bell prepared tax returns for others, including 

employees, and represented himself as the CPA on behalf of HumaCare/IronRoad. 
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 “LOSS OF USE” INTEREST 

To be determined at a later date. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION NEEDED 

To continue our analysis, the following information should be requested/subpoenaed: 

1. Bell’s Amazon detailed account statements from which he made purchases paid by the 

Zoo. 

2. Murnane’s Amazon detailed account statements from which he made purchases paid by 

the Zoo. 

3. Further information regarding the following Murnane purchases since he initiated and 

approved the purchase orders: 

 06/17/15 
Dishwasher, Stove, 
Refrigerator, Hood, misc. Lowes 1,508.35 Murnane 

 09/28/16 Dishwasher for Frobisher Home Depot 1,421.46 Murnane 

Chase 04/04/18 
Refrigerator for Diet Prep 
Kitchen--BIG SANDY DIS INT Big Sandy Supply Store 

                         
671.83  Murnane 

Capital 
One 10/22/19 

Washer & Dryer for Promo-
BIGSANDYSUP- Big Sandy Supply Store 

                      
2,089.96  Murnane 

Capital 
One 04/07/20 

Dishwasher & Install AEV-BIG 
SANDY SUP- Big Sandy Supply Store 

                         
629.98  Murnane 

 

4. The points report from American Express for the accounts paid by the Zoo. 

a. x57011 

b. x51030 

5. Bell’s Delta SkyMiles award and redemption history. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

To strengthen the internal control environments related to purchases through A/P and credit 

cards, we recommend the following controls/procedures.  We conveyed these recommendations 

during our investigation and, accordingly, the Zoo has taken some actions, as outlined for specific 

recommendations.   

1. Ensure proper levels of review and approval of credit card purchases. Cards held by 

executives should be reviewed the Finance Committee. 
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2. Review credit card spending limits via the Finance Committee. 

3. Require proper documentation and expense detail for all expenditures. 

Zoo response: This requirement has been the Zoo’s policy.  The former 

executives outlined in this report who held positions of authority did not adhere to 

this policy. 

4. Consolidate and reduce the number of employees holding Zoo credit cards. 

 
Zoo response: Actions taken include using only one provider (Capital One), 

reducing the number of employees holding credit cards and receiving cash 

rebates, rather than points. 

 
5. For credit card expense processing, obtain and save electronic downloads directly from 

the vendor of all transactions, rather than batch-entering transactions manually for journal 

entry processing. 

a. Save an original, unmodified version to maintain its integrity. 

b. Create a working copy to enter general ledger codes and mark if proper supporting 

documentation is received/provided. 

6. Have employment contracts in place for all executives, outlining, with specificity, 

perks/benefits permitted with employment. 

7. Ensure the initiator of a purchase order cannot also approve the same purchase order. 

8. Ensure proper vendor approval procedures are in place (i.e., the person approving a 

vendor should not be the same person approving payments to vendors).  For related party 

vendors, do not allow the Zoo employee related to the vendor approve the vendor nor 

approve payments to the vendor. 

9. Periodically review all recurring contracts above a determined threshold (through 

internal audit function or the Finance Department). 

a. Determine which contracts have been in place for several years or more 

b. Examine the risk profile to ensure the vendor providing the goods/services meets 

the Zoo’s standards 

c. Solicit Requests for Proposals to help ensure market pricing 
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10. Require annual disclosure of related-party vendors by employees. 

Zoo response: HR implemented a Conflict of Interest Policy for all management 

staff beginning in October 2020.  This policy requires related-party disclosure. 

11. Streamline certain processes across Zoo entities, such as vendor approval. 

12. Clean up database across Zoo entities, such as vendor master files.  For example, “3 

Point Brand” vs. “3 Point Brand Management” vs. “3 Point Brand Management” in the 

different entity vendor files.  Periodically review databases for consistency. 

13. Given the significant amount of gift cards purchased, an inventory of the gift cards should 

be maintained and periodically reviewed by accounting. 

Zoo response: This history of excessive gift card purchasing was due to previous 

management’s directives and has since been almost completely eliminated, other 

than an occasional “thank you” present, annual holiday gift or HR raffle, for which 

the amounts are added as taxable income. 

14. A policy committee should tabulate all financial policies of the Zoo and periodically 

review/update for applicability and to close any gaps that may be present.  Ensure that 

the committee records the date of the review and the actions taken. 

15. Randomly, and periodically, engage an outside accounting firm to assess select 

topics/areas chosen by the board (“surprise” audits). 

16. Develop a fraud reporting mechanism/hotline monitored by a third party.  Determine 

appropriate levels of response depending upon allegations and proactively promote this 

reporting mechanism to Zoo employees. 

Zoo response: HR has engaged Navex Global for implementation of a hotline. 

17. Have intentional messaging to Zoo employees to “Speak Up” and report wrongdoing. The 

Board should demonstrate responsiveness and action steps. 

18. Enforce an ethics policy applicable to, and acknowledged by, all employees. 

Zoo response: There is an Ethics section of the employee handbook that all staff 

must agree to follow. 
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19. Have all employees annually attend ethics training. 

Zoo response: HR has engaged Navex Global for ethics training. 

20. Signing limits should be reviewed for all positions and the form signed annually by the 

board chair (not the CEO and/or CFO). 

21. Revisit policies regarding Cash Advances for trips. 

Zoo response: Cash Advance policies were changed after the 2018 special 

Gerlach audit.  All receipts and detailed explanation of spend is provided upon 

return.  Travel has been significantly reduced as well. 

22. Enforce policies equitably to all levels of employees. 

23. Consider implementing paperless Purchase Order and A/P processes.  (Current 

processes are paper-intensive, requiring copies and storage costs, and could be 

lost/misplaced.) 

SIGNATURE 

Very truly yours, 

 

 

PLANTE & MORAN, PLLC 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 August 18, 2021 

 

Fred G. Pressley, Esq. 
Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP 
41 South High Street 
Columbus, OH 43215 
 
 Re:   IronRoad Advances - Interest Rate Calculations 
 
Dear Mr. Pressley: 
 
As requested, we utilized multiple interest rates to calculate the cumulative interest owed to the 

Columbus Zoo and Aquarium (the “Zoo”) for prepayments made to HumaCare-Consolidated 

Employee Management, Inc., d/b/a IronRoad (“IronRoad” or “HumaCare”) in 2015, 2016, and 

2017.  

BACKGROUND 

The Zoo utilized IronRoad as its professional employer organization (“PEO”) to manage 

temporary employees and related benefits.  It was represented to us, and verified through email 

correspondence between Greg Bell and IronRoad CEO, Billy Southerland (“Southerland”), that 

IronRoad had cash flow challenges at various points since, at least, 2015.  Southerland is Jack 

Hanna’s son-in-law. 

 

As a result, IronRoad requested a $350,000 prepayment of service fees, referred to as an 

“advance” throughout this report, which was made on December 31, 2015.  IronRoad was to pay 

back the advance by reducing the administrative fees incurred by the Zoo for payroll processing 

services, which IronRoad did irregularly from January 2016 through January 2018.  In addition, 

IronRoad amended its agreement with the Zoo on December 1, 2017, as shown below: 



Fred G. Pressley, Esq.    August 18, 2021 
IronRoad Advances - Interest Rate Calculations  Page 2 of 7 

 

 

Relevant to our analysis, IronRoad required the Zoo to “fund one full month’s payroll or Three 

Hundred Seventy Five Thousand Dollars ($375,000) (which is lesser) as a deposit on account.”  

IronRoad was to hold these funds until “expiration or termination of the Zoo Service Agreement”. 

This agreement was applied retroactively to a $250,000 payment in February 2016; the remaining 

$125,000 was funded on December 5, 2017.  These payments are referred to as “deposits” 

throughout this report. 

In total, the Zoo made these payments on the dates listed as follows: 
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The $375,000 ($250,000 + $125,000) in deposits have not been paid/reimbursed to the Zoo.  It 

was represented that the Board did not approve/authorize these advances/deposits to IronRoad. 

It is understood that PEO’s do not typically require prepayments.  In 2021, the Zoo terminated its 

relationship with IronRoad and issued a Request for Proposal (“RFP”) for a new PEO; none of 

the bidders required a prepayment in their responses.  This finding further demonstrates that the 

Zoo should not have needed to prepay IronRoad, and, as a result, the prepayments resulted in a 

loss of use of funds for the Zoo for which we have calculated interest. 

ANALYSIS 

Interest Rates 

We provide a range of interest rates for you and the Zoo’s Board to consider, as follows: 

 

 Low – Applicable Federal Rate (“AFR”), which is the minimum interest rate that the IRS 

allows for private loans1 

 Medium – The Zoo’s endowment fund cumulative return for five (5) years ended 

December 31, 2020 

 High – 18%, the rate proposed by IronRoad when requesting a loan from Jack Hanna in 

December 2017, as shown below. 

 
1 https://apps.irs.gov/app/picklist/list/federalRates.html 
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It is interesting that this rate was offered to Hanna since unsecured loans in the marketplace had 

much lower interest rates at this time.  Therefore, it is likely that IronRoad was unable to secure 

a bank loan.  It is understood the Hanna/IronRoad loan did not occur (i.e., was not finalized).  
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Calculations 

2015 Advance 

While the 2015 advance was paid back by IronRoad, no interest was applied on the advance.  

Therefore, we created an amortization schedule to calculate the cumulative interest that should 

have been paid during the life of the advance based on the actual repayment schedule.  This 

amortization schedule can be made available, upon request.  The interest amounts due on the 

2015 advance, by rate level, are shown below: 

 

In addition, since the interest due since the last repayment in January 2018 remains unpaid, we 

have calculated interest on the interest through August 18, 2021, as shown below: 

 

Combining these two calculations, the total interest due for each rate level as a result of the 2015 

advance is shown below: 

 

We analyzed the 2015 advance as a typical commercial loan (i.e., using compounding interest 

rates) given repayments were made by IronRoad. 
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2016 and 2017 Deposits 

Since the principal on deposits made in 2016 and 2017 have not been paid back, we calculate 

interest on the entire loan balance through August 18, 2021, with interest accruing monthly.  We 

present calculations for both simple and compounded interest rates.  While not typically used for 

commercial loans, we present simple interest calculations merely to present optional figures as 

you attempt a resolution with IronRoad. 

Simple Interest 

An example of this calculation for the February 22, 2016 deposit of $250,000 at the medium rate 

is as follows, where 65 months is the amount of time between February 22, 2016 and August 18, 

2021: 

$250,000  x  9.20%  /  12 months  x  65 months  =  $124,583.33 

Utilizing this formula and the rates for each level, we calculate the interest due through August 

18, 2021. 

 

Compound Interest 

We created amortization schedules to calculate the compound interest that has accumulated on 

the 2016 and 2017 balances.  These schedules can be made available, upon request. 
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Summary of Interest Totals 

The interest due for all three (3) prepayments is shown below, depending on the methodology 

utilized: 

 

These interest amounts are in addition to the $375,000 deposits, which have not been repaid 

to the Zoo.  

SIGNATURE  

Very truly yours, 

 

PLANTE & MORAN, PLLC 
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 August 18, 2021 

 
 
Fred G. Pressley, Esq. 
Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP 
41 South High Street 
Columbus, OH 43215 
 
 Re:  Columbus Zoo and Aquarium - Bids and Contracts 
 
Dear Mr. Pressley: 
 
As requested, we analyzed bids and contracts for capital projects performed at the Columbus Zoo 

and its related entities1 (the “Zoo”).  This report outlines our analysis and provides 

recommendations to improve the process of vendor selection for these projects.  It is not intended 

to express an opinion on the Zoo’s internal controls or financial statements in accordance with 

standards issued by the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants.  

CONCLUSION 

Based on our analysis as described throughout this report, in most instances, a bid process 

occurred for capital projects.  Select, unique projects did not undergo a formal bid process but, 

instead, underwent a process called Design-Build, which is customary in the industry.  

The Straker Cabin Project, performed by Meade Construction Inc. (“Meade Construction”), was 

the only project which was neither a Design-Build nor bid out by the Zoo.  Instead, Meade 

Construction was selected for this project by the former CEO.  While our investigation did not 

uncover written documents to show there was a quid pro quo between Stalf and company 

President Andy Meade for awarding the contract to Meade Construction, this unusual selection 

raises a question of self-dealing by the former CEO.   

Further, an invoice was submitted by Meade Construction and payment of $125,000 was 

approved by Stalf/Bell on May 3, 2018 despite this amount not budgeted, nor was a change order 

submitted to support the reason for this invoice.  The validity of the work performed for this invoice 

 
1Related entities include The Wilds and Zoombezi Bay. 
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was questioned by Zoo staff beyond Stalf/Bell.  We deem the characteristics involved in this 

transaction highly suspicious and a loss to the Zoo allocated to Stalf given his involvement and 

the lack of documentation to support him authorizing payment to Meade Construction. 

KEY MANAGEMENT PERSONNEL 

• Thomas Stalf (“Stalf”), former CEO 

• Gregory Bell (“Bell”), former CFO 

• Peter Fingerhut (“Fingerhut”), former Vice President of Marketing 

• Tracy Murnane (“Murnane”), former Director of Purchasing 

• Brian Greene (“Greene”), Animal Program Coordinator 

• Dave Eztkorn (“Eztkorn”), Vice President of Facilities and Construction 

• Emily Wieringa (“Wieringa”), Director of Construction 

• Dr. Jan Ramer (“Dr. Ramer”), Vice President at The Wilds 

• John Campbell (“Campbell), Director of Facilities at The Wilds 

• Michelle Finney (“Finney”), Accounting Manager 

BACKGROUND 

In early 2021, The Dispatch disclosed that a whistleblower claimed that Zoo assets were used for 

personal purchases.  As part of the initial investigation by Porter Wright, additional allegations 

were made that a potentially inappropriate relationship between Stalf and Meade Construction 

resulted in a no-bid contract for the project to build Straker Cabins at the Wilds (the “Straker Cabin 

Project”).  We were engaged to supplement the investigation to determine if any documentary 

evidence exists to support such allegations, as well as identify other potentially problematic 

relationships with construction vendors.  Specifically, we looked for: 

A. Supporting documentation for bid/proposal processes on analyzed projects;  

B. Kickbacks or other forms of self-dealing; and 

C. Unusual payments and/or cost overruns.  

Kickbacks are defined as “the seller’s return of part of the purchase price of an item to a buyer 

or a buyer’s representative for the purpose of inducing a purchase or improperly influencing future 

purchases.”2 

Self-dealing is defined as “engagement in a transaction for the benefit of oneself rather than 

for the benefits of someone to whom one owes a fiduciary duty.”3

 
2 https://legal-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/kickbacks 
3 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/self-dealing  
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ANALYSIS 

Since 2015, the Zoo has incurred over $192M in capital projects and has paid over 400 different 

vendors.  With Porter Wright’s permission, we focused our analysis on vendors who performed 

construction-type work and were paid over $500,000 from January 1, 2015 through April 23, 2021.  

These parameters provided a reasonable population from which to perform our testing as the 

thresholds resulted in 20 vendors paid a cumulative total of $31,569,300, as shown below: 

 

Smoot Construction was paid $39,167,571.46 during this same period, but we excluded them 

from our testing since the majority of their work was as the main contractor for Adventure Cove.  

It is understood that the Adventure Cove project was discussed during Board meetings and 

required involvement from many individuals at various levels across the Zoo. 

We also noted that, after obtaining documentation, not all amounts paid to each vendor in our 

testing population relate to contracts or construction projects.  For example:  

• CDW Direct was paid $1,404,001.73, but only $64,000 related to a project that would 

require a bid process; and  

• Louis R Polster Company sells kitchen equipment normally purchased using the Zoo’s 

normal Accounts Payable/Purchase Order process.   

Therefore, while the vendors may be categorized as construction companies, we did not analyze 

the processes involving non-construction payments. 
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To determine the bid process for each project and the cost overruns (if any), we reviewed 

documentation provided by Zoo personnel, including bid tabulation forms, contracts, and change 

orders. 

To identify possible kickbacks or self-dealing, we performed key-word searches on the vendor 

names and/or projects in the email files of Stalf, Bell, Fingerhut, Murnane, and Greene. 
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A. Bid/Proposal Process 

We reviewed supporting documentation, including bids, bid tabulation forms, and narratives from 

Zoo Facilities personnel in order to confirm that projects followed a bid/proposal or Design-Build 

process.  A Design-Build process is typically utilized when the project is unique, such as for theme 

park or exhibit projects, and often results in the original builder being awarded the project.  For 

example, Aquatic Builders LTD originally built Zoombezi Bay, and was awarded additional 

projects under the Design-Build model, without additional requests for proposals (“RFP’s”) from 

other vendors, given that history.  The list of projects by vendor below was created from our 

analysis whereby we affirmed a bid process, or if the project followed a Design-Build process: 
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A count of the projects for which we analyzed bid/proposal processes is below: 

 

We noted that RFP’s for annual contracts (such as emergency painting and emergency electrical 

work) are made each year, and the Zoo tabulates the bids received to compare pricing. 

For bid tabulation forms analyzed, the lowest bidder was selected, except for one instance in 

which a certified minority business enterprise was awarded the bid.  In one instance, the T-Devils 

project, an RFP was issued to three vendors, but only Miles-McClellan responded, and was 

subsequently awarded the project. 

For the Straker Cabin Project, we did not identify an RFP sent to vendors, a bid tabulation form, 

or bids from contractors.  Instead, we were provided an emailed statement from Theresa Kanavel 

(“Kanavel”), Project Manager at Brian Addis, Architect LLC, the architect for the Straker Cabin 

Project.  This statement declared that: 

“In October 2015 the firm Brian Addis Architect was in the process of preparing 

documents to invite a minimum of three general contractors to bid the project that 

was to become the Wilds Cabins at Straker Lake.  In a general meeting we were 

instructed by Tom Stalf not to proceed with bidding because the contract was being 

awarded to Meade Construction.” 
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B. Straker Cabin Project 

Given this project appears as an outlier in our analysis, we outline its details, including a 

description of the project and the revenue sources utilized to pay for it.  The total costs of the 

project approximated $2.9 million.  The following vendors were paid as part of the project, with 

Meade Construction receiving the largest portion: 

Vendor Amount 

MEADE CONSTRUCTION INC.  $2,467,089.00  

AMISH OAK FURNITURE CO  101,564.00  

GUERNSEY-MUSKINGUM ELECTRIC CO-OP  71,255.83  

BRIAN ADDIS ARCHITECT, LLC  41,219.53  

LOUIS R. POLSTER COMPANY  30,243.33  

THE SOLUTION LLC  29,978.78  

HOOVER, BRAD  25,507.00  

AMERICAN EXPRESS ACCT 51006  18,572.78  

DRESDEN LAND WORKS, LTD  15,625.48  

BUDGET BLINDS OF COLUMBUS  14,950.60  

AGILE NETWORKS  13,930.00  

JAN RAMER CC  13,871.72  

HIDDEN VALLEY STORAGE BARNS  9,145.00  

CARD MEMBER SERVICE  8,921.68  

TERRACON CONSULTANTS, INC.  8,900.00  

KESSLER SIGN COMPANY  8,255.00  

BROCK GORRELL CREDIT CARD  7,980.49  

MATHESON TRI-GAS, INC.  5,460.84  

TATTLETALE PORTABLE ALARM SYSTEMS, INC.  3,844.73  

JULIE GRAHAM CREDIT CARD  3,010.36  

JOHN CAMPBELL MARCH CC  2,909.49  

OHIO CAT  2,218.95  

GOSS SUPPLY COMPANY  2,208.46  

CDW DIRECT, LLC  2,110.40  

PARALLEL TECHNOLOGIES  2,020.00  

VIRCO INC.  1,694.25  

MID-EAST OHIO BUILDING DEPARTMENT  1,468.37  

HITTLE ELECTRIC  1,340.00  

LOWE'S BUSINESS ACCOUNT  1,293.50  

KESLER, LORI  1,000.00  

AMERICAN LIGHT COMPANY  832.05  

HUNTINGTON CORP ACCOUNT  799.98  

BUMPUS, GARY L.  790.00  

ROXSOL, LLC  600.00  
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RAPID FIRE EQUIPMENT CO  393.00  

IMAGE 360  288.00  

QUILL  69.60  

STEPHEN SPEAR MARCH CC  47.88  

  $2,921,410.08  

The project was funded by the Straker family at $2.250 million; the remaining was comprised of 

$500,000 from the Zoo’s Transformation Fund and $171,410 from The Wilds’ cash reserves. 

The Zoo entered into a contract with Meade Construction in October 2016 to provide: 

• A free standing, conventionally framed Lodge, of approximately 2,400 sq. ft to include an 

open dining area, a kitchen with hood, triple sink, and all required plumbing and two (2) 

bathrooms. 

• Seven (7) Cabins approximately 1,200 sq. ft. that shall include three (3) bedrooms, two 

(2) bathrooms. 

• A gravel driveway back to the seven (7) Cabins and Lodge. 

• 150 sq. ft. of beach area. 

The contracted price with Meade Construction was $2 million. 
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C. Kickbacks/Self-Dealing 

We understand that Porter Wright’s investigation uncovered allegations that Meade Construction 

was potentially awarded the Straker Cabin Project in exchange for courtside tickets to Cleveland 

Cavaliers’ games.  We did not identify a communication exchange during our email review to 

support this assertion but did identify the following email chain in which Greene forwards an article 

about Andy Meade to Stalf on May 26, 2016.   
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The article describes Andy Meade’s outfit while sitting courtside at an NBA conference finals 

game in Toronto on May 21, 2016.  We reviewed footage from that game and did not see Zoo 

employees with Andy Meade; Stalf’s calendar also does not indicate a trip to Toronto during this 

time. 

Another email, this one between Fingerhut and Stalf, indicated that Stalf made a promise to 

Meade about obtaining a suite for the Tim McGraw/Faith Hill concert. 

 

It is clear that a relationship existed between Stalf and Andy Meade.  Stalf’s directive to Zoo 

employees to use Meade Construction on this significant project is questionable since this 

vendor’s primary business is roofing4. 

 
4 https://www.meaderoofingservices.com/services 
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In addition, we identified a proposal from Kirkham Building System, Inc. to expand Stalf’s personal 

garage for approximately $50,000.  Stalf forwarded the proposal to Andy Meade, who indicated 

the price seemed “crazy”: 

 

In August 2017, Meade Construction applied for a permit with Delaware County to build the 

garage expansion on Stalf’s property: 
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Based on Google Earth satellite images, the garage expansion was completed sometime prior to 

March 2018: 

August 2016 
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March 2018 

 

We note that this garage expansion occurred during the same time period during which Meade 

Construction was performing the Straker Cabin Project, and further indicates a personal 

relationship between Andy Meade and Stalf.  
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D. Unusual Payments/Cost Overruns 

Cost overruns occurred on nearly every project that we analyzed but were supported with 

approved change orders.  For the Straker Cabin Project, Bell signed the change orders, 

increasing the total approved cost from $2,000,000 to $2,342,089.  However, a total of $2,467,089 

was paid to Meade Construction for the Straker Cabin Project.  The difference of $125,000 

($2,467,089 paid less $2,342,089 in change orders) was invoiced by Meade Construction on May 

3, 2018: 
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The invoice was sent by Kim Hlad, Contract Administrator at Meade Construction, directly to Stalf. 

 

Stalf forwarded the email with the invoice to Bell.  The payment was processed later that day – 

May 3, 2018 – with Bell’s approval, using check number 13855, and Andy Meade “picking the 

check up”, presumably at the Zoo.   
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By default, the Wilds’ cash reserve was the source for this payment, i.e., not from the Straker 

donated funds nor the Transformation fund, given this was the last invoice paid for the 

construction portion of the project.  This invoice comprises the majority of the Wilds’ cash reserve 

totaling $171,410 that was used after the first two sources were consumed. 

Finney notified Dr. Ramer and Campbell regarding the receipt of this invoice to obtain verification. 

 

Finney forwarded the invoice to Dr. Ramer, along with this handwritten note.  Inquiry to Zoo staff 

revealed that the author of this list is unknown. 
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Dr. Ramer contacted Kanavel5 on May 4, 2018 given her concern regarding the invoice. 

 

Kanavel’s response is below: 

 

In an email to Andy Meade on May 7, 2018, Dr. Ramer expressed her surprise with receiving this 

invoice, outlining her concerns: 

 
5 It is understood that Kanavel took a new position at Shemshock Architects & Engineers from Addis 
Architects since her time on the Straker Cabins Project. 
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On the same day, Dr. Ramer also contacted Bell regarding her concerns, forwarding the invoice 

and handwritten list: 

 

Approximately an hour and a half later, Bell forwarded Dr. Ramer’s email to Stalf with the 

comment, “FYI, email from Jan to Andy questioning his latest invoice.” 
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The entire transaction is questionable based upon the: 

• Invoice receipt and payment occurred on the same day – May 3, 2018; 

• Lack of documentation supporting the work performed; 

• Concern by key Zoo employees involved in the project regarding the validity of work 

performed; and 

• Timing of the invoice versus the project completion. 

Prior to this transaction, in an email from Finney on March 29, 2018, it was noted that Meade 

Construction was previously prepaid throughout the project rendering this payment as an outlier. 
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Just prior to this invoice and payment, we identified an itinerary showing that Andy Meade and 

Greene traveled to New Orleans together via private jet to attend JazzFest and a PGA golf 

tournament.  In total, eight (8) people were part of this itinerary.  The organizer of the trip was a 

third party not related to the Zoo’s construction projects, so it does not appear that this is an 

example of a Zoo employee obtaining personal benefits from a construction vendor. While we do 

not believe there is a correlation between the payment to Meade Construction and this trip, we 

bring it to your attention. 
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E. Other Observations 

Stalf and/or Bell signed each of the contracts we analyzed, with the exceptions of one contract 

signed by Rick Dietz and one contract signed by Dr. Ramer (both Vice Presidents at The Wilds).  

These authorizations are within the Zoo’s signing limits policies and Spend Authority Matrix, 

shown below: 

 

 

We also identified instances in which specific projects over $250,000, even though proactively 

budgeted, were discussed at board meetings, as shown from a portion of the board meeting 

minutes from February 20, 2019: 
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We identified instances in which change orders were not formally signed by all parties.  While not 

indicative of inappropriate relationships with vendors, change orders and other documentation 

retained for support purposes should be the fully executed versions. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

We recommend the Zoo creates a written set of policies and procedures for performing 

construction/capital projects, including determining: 

• The appropriate employee(s) to issue RFPs based on project particulars, i.e., estimated 

cost, location, complexity. 

• The appropriate employees based on role/level/expertise to assess the proposals 

received. 

• The appropriate levels of approval for projects, including board involvement. 

• The appropriate levels for review and approval of change orders, with consideration of the 

cumulative cost of change orders. 

Signing limits should be reviewed for all positions and the form signed annually, as approved, by 

the board chair; not the CEO or CFO. 

SIGNATURE 

Very truly yours, 

 
 
 
PLANTE & MORAN, PLLC 
 



 

 

 

 

 

       August 18, 2021 

  

Fred G. Pressley, Esq. 
Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP 
41 South High Street 
Columbus, OH 43215 
 
 Re:   3120 Frobisher 
  4760 Powell 
  10245 Riverside Drive 
 
Dear Mr. Pressley: 
 
Plante Moran Real Estate Investment Advisors (“REIA”) was asked to review the current and 

historical rents for single-family houses located in Powell and Dublin, Ohio which are/were owned 

by the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium (the “Zoo”) and rented to certain tenants. Further, REIA was 

requested to establish current market rental rates for the neighborhoods where the houses are 

situated, as well as market conditions to determine appropriate historical rental rates based off 

current figures. This report is to provide you with the results of our analysis for the properties 

located at: 

1. 3120 Frobisher, Dublin 

2. 4760 Powell, Powell 

3. 10245 Riverside Drive, Powell   

REIA is not an appraiser, nor did this study follow appraisal standards. REIA did not tour the 

subject properties as part of this engagement, nor was REIA able to obtain interior photos of all 

the subject properties.  It is not intended to express an opinion on the Zoo’s internal controls or 

financial statements in accordance with standards issued by the American Institute of Certified 

Public Accountants.
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BACKGROUND 

1. 3120 Frobisher, Dublin 

• Built in 1977  

• Single-family home with attached garage 

• 1,336 square feet with 3 bedrooms and 3 bathrooms 

• .18 acre 

• Gifted to the Zoo in 2013 

• Rented to Tom Stalf’s in-laws beginning April 2014 at $900/month base rent 

• Rent was paid through October 2020 

• The Zoo sold the property on January 11, 2021 

 

2. 4760 Powell, Powell 

• Built in 1965  

• Single-family home with attached garage 

• 1,344 square feet with 3 bedrooms and 1.5 bathrooms 

• 1.0 acre 

• Rented to Haley Antonucci beginning September 2017 at $800/month base rent 

• The Zoo represents that Ms. Antonucci is a friend of Greg Bell’s daughter, Jillian, and 

all rent payments were made by Jillian Bell 

• Jillian Bell vacated the property approximately March 2021 

 

3. 10245-B Riverside Drive, Powell 

• Built in 1952  

• Single-family home  

• 2,293 square feet with 3 bedrooms and 2 bathrooms 

• 1.31 acres 

• Borders to the Zoo’s complex 

• Rented to third party since August 2009 at $1,150/month base rent 
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ANALYSIS 

 
A. Current Rent Analysis 

When analyzing comparable rents for a property, there are a few characteristics that should be 

taken into consideration. The most important factor is the location of the comparables relative to 

the subject property. After that, similarities in size, layout, and composition (number of beds, 

baths, amenities) should be taken into consideration. From this “desktop” review, REIA was able 

to determine all these items, except for the functionality of the layout and items such as finish 

level of a particular property.  These items can impact a property’s rental value or desirability, but 

are excluded from this analysis, as REIA did not tour the properties as part of the scope of this 

research.  Consequently, our analysis is focused on homes of similar size and composition (i.e., 

approximately 3 bedroom and 2 baths). Due to the split locations of the properties – very near the 

Columbus Zoo in Powell and in a residential neighborhood in Dublin, two sets of recent rental 

comparables have been generated.  

Below are the two sets of comparables generated to determine current market rental rates for the 

subject properties, along with minimum, average, and maximums for the range.  As indicated, 

one focused on comparable properties nearer the Columbus Zoo, while the other focuses on 

comparable properties nearer 3120 Frobisher. Current and recent rental listings in Powell were 

much more limited than the 3120 Frobisher location in Dublin; therefore, we have included two 

single family residential style condo properties for this set of comparables.  

Recent Rental Listings within 3 Miles of Columbus Zoo 

Address City State Type Beds Bath SF Rent Rent/SF 

8953 Stonebidge Pl Powell OH Ranch Condo 2 2 1400 $2,200 $1.57 

535 Slate Hollow Dr Powell OH SFR 3 1.5 1584 $2,095 $1.32 

8826 Orinda Rd Powell OH SFR 3 3 1890 $1,600 $0.85 

2680 Sawmill Reserve Powell OH Townhome 2 2 1490 $1,597 $1.07 

6117 Elizabeth Dr Powell OH SFR 3 2 1188 $1,525 $1.28 

8632 Wilmette Ct Powell OH SFR 2 2 1200 $1,395 $1.16 

Minimum             $1,395 $0.85 

Average             $1,735 $1.21 

Maximum             $2,200 $1.57 

Source: Zillow, Realtor.com 
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Recent Rental Listings within 2.5 Miles of 3120 Frobisher 

Address City State Type Beds Bath SF Rent Rent/SF 

3150 Strathburn Ct Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1400 $2,000 $1.43 

6208 Maryhurst Dr Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1775 $1,985 $1.12 

5912 Meadowhurst Way Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1182 $1,800 $1.52 

6597 Stathcona Ave Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1500 $1,700 $1.13 

3080 Meadowshire Ct Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1182 $1,700 $1.44 

2401 Dunsworth Columbus OH SFR 3 2 1224 $1,650 $1.35 

2409 Gliddon Ct Columbus OH SFR 3 2 1095 $1,650 $1.51 

3065 Frobisher Dublin OH SFR 3 3 1574 $1,625 $1.03 

6395 Chippenhook Ct Dublin OH SFR 3 2 1350 $1,500 $1.11 

Minimum             $1,500 $1.03 

Average             $1,734 $1.29 

Maximum             $2,000 $1.52 

Source: Zillow, Realtor.com 

When determining a market rental rate, the rent per square foot is a reasonable way to determine 

the appropriate rate to charge for similar properties (i.e., 2/3 bedrooms and 1.5/2 bathrooms) in 

the same area but with varying total square footage. Since nearly all the properties identified in 

the comparables set are freestanding single-family homes, we can multiply the square footage 

for the subject property by the appropriate per square foot rental rate to determine a current 

market rate. Below is a chart which reflects the current (2021) implied low, average, and high 

market rent based on the subject property square footage and applicable rent comparables per 

square foot. This range represents the acceptable rental rates for the subject properties.   

Address Square Ft. 

Comp 

Low/SF 

Comp 

Avg/SF 

Comp 

High/SF 

Implied 

Low 

Implied 

Average 

Implied 

High 

3120 Frobisher 1336 $1.03 $1.29 $1.52 $1,379 $1,728 $2,035 

4760 Powell 1344 $0.85 $1.21 $1.57 $1,138 $1,626 $2,112 

10245 Riverside 2293 $0.85 $1.21 $1.57 $1,941 $2,774 $3,603 

 

B. Historical Rent Analysis 

We were asked to also determine historical market rents. While it is difficult to obtain historical 

rent comparables, we can discount current (2021) market rents based on rental growth trends in 

the marketplace. In this case, we have used data from CoStar, one of the largest real estate data 

providers, to look at historical residential rental growth in the Columbus metropolitan market.  
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  2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 

Historical Rent Growth -- 3.11% 2.01% 2.63% 3.00% 2.84% 4.04% 2.42% 

 Source: CoStar as of 4.28.2021; for Columbus Metro Market 

 

These growth percentages have been used to discount the current (2021) rates implied by the 

market rent comparables outlined in this report. Below is a chart reflecting the acceptable range 

of current market rents (low, average, and high), discounted back to 2014. 

   2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 

LOW - Comp Set - Monthly Rent 

3120 Frobisher $1,379 $1,338 $1,297 $1,258 $1,220 $1,184 $1,148 $1,113 

4760 Powell $1,138 $1,103 $1,070 $1,038 $1,007 $976 $947 $918 

10245 Riverside $1,941 $1,883 $1,826 $1,771 $1,717 $1,666 $1,615 $1,567 

  

AVERAGE - Comp Set - Monthly Rent 

3120 Frobisher $1,728 $1,676 $1,625 $1,576 $1,529 $1,483 $1,438 $1,395 

4760 Powell $1,626 $1,577 $1,529 $1,483 $1,439 $1,395 $1,353 $1,312 

10245 Riverside $2,774 $2,690 $2,609 $2,531 $2,454 $2,380 $2,308 $2,239 

  

HIGH - Comp Set - Monthly Rent 

3120 Frobisher $2,035 $1,973 $1,914 $1,856 $1,800 $1,746 $1,693 $1,642 

4760 Powell $2,112 $2,048 $1,987 $1,927 $1,869 $1,812 $1,758 $1,705 

10245 Riverside $3,603 $3,495 $3,389 $3,287 $3,188 $3,092 $2,999 $2,908 

LOSSES 

As requested, we compared the average comp set to the rent paid for 3120 Frobisher and 4760 

Powell to calculate losses allocated to Tom Stalf and Greg Bell, respectively: 
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We have not calculated losses for 10245 Riverside Drive, as it does not appear that Bell nor Stalf, 

nor their families, received personal benefit for the low rent charged in comparison to average 

market rates. 

SIGNATURE  

We would be pleased to update these findings, upon request, should additional information 

become available. 

Very truly yours, 

 

 

PLANTE & MORAN, PLLC 



 

 

 

 

 August 18, 2021 

 

Fred G. Pressley, Esq. 
Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP 
41 South High Street 
Columbus, OH 43215 
 
 Re:  Levy and Other Governmental Funds 
 
Dear Mr. Pressley: 
 
As requested, we assessed the processes of the inflows and outflows of all levy and other 

governmental funds received by the Columbus Zoo (the “Zoo”) during our scope period.  This 

report describes those processes and outlines recommendations to improve the reporting 

transparency of these specific funds. It is not intended to express an opinion on the Zoo’s internal 

controls or financial statements in accordance with standards issued by the American Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants. 

CONCLUSION 

Based on our analysis as described throughout this report, we found no evidence of 

misappropriation of levy funds.  In other words, levy funds were used by the Zoo for the 

purposes approved by Franklin County residents. 

BACKGROUND 

Each year, the Zoo receives levy funds from Franklin County (the “County”) for the purpose of 

“provision and maintenance of zoological park services and facilities” as a mill had been approved 

by the residents during the 2015 general election. 
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While the levy does not outline the use of the levy funds by the Zoo with specificity, the Zoo has 

represented publicly that the funds will be “used for animal health, nutrition and staff; facility 

maintenance, improvements and replacements; and local education and animal programs.”1  

These categories include the wages and benefits paid to employees involved in these efforts. 

RECEIPT OF LEVY FUNDS 

When the Zoo receives levy funds, they are deposited electronically by the County into the Fifth 

Third Zoo Levy bank account ending in x9935.  Therefore, the funds are easily identifiable as they 

are segregated within this separate bank account, as shown in the excerpt below: 

 

From January 2015 through December 2020, we traced 50 deposits totaling $113,057,083.95 into 

the Zoo Levy bank account, all of which were from “Franklin County Acctspay”.  Of these deposits, 

25 were related to tax levy funds; we have summarized the levy funds received by year below: 

 
1 https://www.columbuszoo.org/home/about/press-releases/press-release-articles/2015/06/18/zoo-to-
seek-no-tax-increase-10-year-renewal-levy 
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The County disburses all Zoo payables through an electronic payment to the levy bank account, 

which includes items such as Zoo tickets purchased by the County.  As a result, not all deposits 

into the levy bank account are levy funds.  County payables amounted to $6,493, of which we did 

not analyze the use of these funds since they were not related to levy receipts.  The remaining 

$125,000 ($113,057,083.95 total deposits - $112,925,590.95 levy funds - $6,493 County 

payables = $125,000) of deposits into the levy account is described in the Other Governmental 

Funds section of this report. 

USE/DISBURSEMENTS OF LEVY FUNDS  

Invoices are not paid directly from the levy bank account.  Instead, funds are transferred from the 

levy bank account to one of two Zoo Fifth Third bank accounts – the operating account or 

disbursement account.  It is understood that this process is performed since costs are incurred 

(such as payroll for care of the animals) prior to receiving levy funds.  For example, levy funds are 

not received until March or April of each year, but the Zoo incurs levy-related expenses in January 

and February.  Also, it would be cumbersome for the Zoo to run a separate payroll limited to 

employees whose wages are levy-related expenses.   

When transfers are made from the levy bank account to the Fifth Third accounts, a general ledger 

report summarizing the levy-related expenses is generated to support the transferred amount.  It 

is understood that annual summary reports, as shown for 2020 below, and detailed general ledger 

reports were provided by the Zoo to the State Auditor.  The detailed reports list each invoice that 

the Zoo paid for levy-related expenses. 

 

Year Total Receipts

2015 18,062,070.24$        

2016 18,051,969.50          

2017 18,868,445.68          

2018 19,193,562.80          

2019 19,201,308.29          

2020 19,548,234.44          

Total 112,925,590.95$      
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An additional $898,493.44 was transferred on December 17, 2020, for total transfers of 

$19,548,234.44. 

A. Levy Spend Report to County 

We were provided the Zoo’s levy reports, which were also given to the County, to understand the 

general ledger categories encompassed in this report.  As shown by the excerpt below from the 

2020 report, the Zoo captures certain categories to designate operational expenses and capital 

projects related to levy funds.  We inquired to the Zoo as to how these items are identified for this 

report and were informed that the Zoo uses certain general ledger codes that are designated for 

use of levy funds. 
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From the 2020 levy report, the Zoo incurred: 

$12,310,093.50 in operating expenses  

$12,193,509.72 in capital improvements 

$24,503,603.22 

The Zoo received $19,548,234.44 in levy proceeds, which the Zoo allocated $8,600,000 to 

operations and $10,948,234.44 to capital expenditures.  Since total expenses exceed the annual 

levy funds received, the Zoo paid the difference of $4,955,368.78 from its own revenues.  This 

same methodology applies for all years under review and it is understood that the Zoo has 

provided the requested supporting documentation to the County for these categories/amounts 

contained in the levy reports. 
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B. Key Functional Categories  

As we came to understand the levy reports, we identified significant operating expenses that were 

not captured in these reports but fall within the applicability of levy fund usage.  These significant 

expenses include, but are not limited to, employer-paid fringe benefits, i.e., healthcare, employer 

payroll taxes, etc. that relate to 1) animal care/research/conservation, 2) education, and 3) 

exhibits/grounds maintenance.  When considering these expenses, the Zoo would not need to 

include capital projects in the levy report as these additional costs, combined with the other 

operating expenses included in the levy report, exceed the levy funds received. 

The Financial Accounting Standards Board (“FASB”) issued an Accounting Standards Update 

(“ASU”) 2016-14, Not For Profit Entities (Topic 958): Presentation of Financial Statements of Not-

for-Profit Entities which required all not-for-profits to present the relationship between functional 

expenses (major categories of program services and supporting activities) and natural expenses.  

This reporting provides more insight regarding a not-for-profit’s costs related to its missions.  This 

new requirement became effective for fiscal years beginning after December 15, 2017.   

In compliance, the Zoo’s financial statements for 2018, 2019 and 20202 include a Statement of 

Functional Expenses.  Using these statements as a basis, we summarized the expenses 

specifically related to 1) Animal Care/Research/Conservation, 2) Education, and 3) 

Exhibits/Grounds (collectively, the “key functional categories”).  We excluded various costs such 

as, but not limited to: 

• Non-cash expenses, i.e., depreciation; 

• Costs categorized as “miscellaneous”; and 

• Costs already paid for by donor-restricted funds, such as animal food donations. 

As shown below, the narrowly selected costs for the key functional categories surpass the annual 

levy funds received.   

 
2 The Zoo’s 2020 audited financial statements have not yet been approved by the Audit Committee. 
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For 2015, 2016 and 2017, we took a similar approach to the analysis but were required to use 

total costs since expenses were not outlined in detail within the key functional categories, as the 

Statement of Functional Expenses was not yet required as part of audited financial statements.  

The Zoo provided depreciation expense amounts for those key functional categories, which we 

deducted from the expenses.  As shown below, the costs for the key functional categories exceed 

the annual levy funds received for each of those years. 

 

 

 

Animal care,

research, and

conservation Education

Exhibits and 

Grounds Total

Total expenses 21,059,259$    5,156,225$   6,670,482$   32,885,966$        

Less: Animal food donations (108,313)              

Less: Depreciation (5,711,852)           

Net key functional category expenses 27,065,801          

Total levy funds received (18,062,070)         

Costs greater than levy funds receipts 9,003,731$          

2015

Animal care,

research, and

conservation Education

Exhibits and 

Grounds Total

Total expenses 24,271,513$    5,688,649$   7,345,417$   37,305,579$         

Less: Animal food donations (132,556)              

Less: Depreciation (4,771,986)           

Net key functional category expenses 32,401,037           

Total levy funds received (18,051,970)         

Costs greater than levy funds receipts 14,349,068$         

2016

Animal care,

research, and

conservation Education

Exhibits and 

Grounds Total

Total expenses 20,671,978$    6,655,669$   8,801,036$   36,128,683$          

Less: Animal food donations (153,867)                

Less: Depreciation (8,141,775)             

Net key functional category expenses 27,833,041            

Total levy funds received (18,868,446)           

Costs greater than levy funds receipts 8,964,595$            

2017
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C. Conclusion 

Based on the two approaches/analyses as described, levy funds were used properly by the 

Zoo.  Because levy-related costs surpassed the levy funds received, other Zoo revenue sources 

such as gate admissions, membership dues, food service, and others, were required to meet the 

expense obligations of the levy expense categories.   

It is important for the Zoo, and all not-for-profit organizations, to ensure that there is no “double 

dipping”, or counting expenses twice, when reporting the expenses that are paid using proceeds 

from multiple sources.  Based on our analysis, the Zoo is segregating expenses within its general 

ledger to account for those that are within the directives of donor restricted funds. 

OTHER GOVERNMENTAL FUNDS 

The remaining $125,000 deposited into the Zoo Levy bank account consists of one deposit on 

November 16, 2020, which was for CARES Act funding received from Franklin County as part of 

COVID-19 relief efforts.  The Zoo provided a “final financial report of funds received” to the County 

separately, which outlines that the $125,000 was used to support the Zoo’s education revenue 

loss, which was $505,000 from 2019 to 2020.  This use of funds is compliant with the purpose of 

the grant. 

The City of Columbus (the “City”) provided an additional $125,000 of CARES Act funding, which 

was deposited into another Zoo bank account (i.e., not the Zoo Levy bank account) and was to 

be used for: 

a) Purchasing PPE totaling $84,646, and  

b) Education Programming totaling $40,354. 

We reviewed the detail list supporting PPE purchases and did not identify payments that would 

be indicative of fraud (i.e., no related-party vendors, no unusual invoice patterns, etc.).  Further, 

we noted that Education Programming salaries and wages greatly exceeds the grant amount 

awarded and is not duplicative of salaries and wages already paid using levy funds. 

We also identified other grant income within the general ledger.  It is understood that most income 

from grants the Zoo receives are privately funded.  This assertion is consistent with our 

observation within the general ledger.  It is worth noting that we identified entries in 2016 for an 

“Ohio Water Line Grant” totaling $750,000.  This grant is in conjunction with the Ohio 
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Environmental Protection Agency (“OEPA”) for water quality improvement and is monitored by 

OEPA’s Division of Environmental and Financial Assistance. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

While we confirmed the funds were spent as intended by the levy, it may be helpful if the Zoo 

implemented one or more of the following recommendations to improve reporting transparency. 

1) Proactively communicate with the County by calendar year-end regarding the Zoo’s 

process/methodology to spend next year’s levy funds.  Encourage feedback from the 

County which may include questions that have surfaced by County administrators or 

requests for additional information. 

 
2) Create a report to be exported from the general ledger which captures expenses within 

the key functional categories.  It is important that donor-restricted funds for these 

categories are reported separately, i.e., not included in this general ledger levy report.   

a. Exclude non-cash expenses, such as depreciation and amortization. 

b. Provide more clarification/specificity of “miscellaneous” expenses. 

c. Exclude advertising and promotion expenses. 

d. Exclude interest. 

e. Exclude project costs. 

As shown in the analysis outlined in this report, excluding expenses outlined in a-e above 

still results in expenses for the key functional categories greater than the annual levy 

receipts. 

 
3) It is understood that the Zoo campaigned that it would not simply rely on County funding 

to support operations and payroll but continue to grow and build to be the best Zoo in the 

region.  Therefore, capital projects that meet this definition can be included as levy-related 

costs for reporting purposes.  We recommend that those levy projects the Zoo will 

undertake, along with the expected projects’ budgets, are conveyed to the County 

proactively.  

 
4) While the current process provides accountability by the Zoo of the levy funds, consider 

paying specific expenses directly from the levy bank account.  For example, the 
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contractors selected for capital projects that meets levy requirements could be paid 

directly via ACH from the levy bank account.  

 
5) Engage an outside accounting firm annually whereby the firm would perform specific tests 

to opine if the levy funds were spent in accordance with the approved usage by the 

taxpayers.  The Board Chair should engage the selected firm and the firm should report 

its findings directly to the board, i.e., not to the Zoo’s management.  This engagement is 

to provide an additional level of assurance regarding the usage of the levy funds to the 

board, governmental agencies and the public. 

 
6) Provide training to the Finance Committee periodically, especially when new members are 

selected/appointed.  This training would include topics such as: a) the members’ 

responsibilities and duties; and b) budgeting. 

 
7) The Appointed Board (as defined by a previous agreement between the Zoo, the County, 

and the City) should meet, at least, annually to specifically address/oversee levy 

requirements and communications, including the proactive communications to the County 

suggested in recommendation number 1 above. 

 

SIGNATURE 

Very truly yours, 

 
 
 
PLANTE & MORAN, PLLC 


