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Executive Summary

1

Fund Balance is the total accumulation of operating surpluses from the beginning of a local government’s
existence. Fund balance is divided into non-spendable, restricted, assigned, committed, and unassigned
categories. So when we think about resources that are freely available for use, we are usually thinking
about unassigned fund balance.

At the end of 2025, Ulster County reported $136.4 million of total fund balance in the General Fund, with
$75.5 million of that being unrestricted, and $18.8 million of that being unassigned. The County was
within the reserve levels established by its Fund Balance Policy for the General Fund, County Road
Fund, and Road Machinery Fund. The County used $45.9 million of General Fund balance during 2025,
including more than $42 million transferred to the County’s Capital Projects Fund and Housing Action
Fund. While reserve levels remain healthy, continued budgeting at current levels could place pressure on
those reserves in future years.

The County’s 2026 budget includes a planned use of $36.5 million in fund balance. If actual results mirror
the budget, reserve levels could fall below the targets established in the County policy. The County
should continue efforts to control costs and improve operating results to preserve long-term financial
stability.

Several County funds are not covered by the current Fund Balance Policy. The Special Grant Fund, Debt
Service Fund, and Housing Action Fund collectively hold more than $11.3 million in available fund
balance, while the County’s Workers’ Compensation and Medical Self-Insurance Funds hold more than
$30.3 million in net position. Although these funds serve different purposes, the County has not
established formal policies to determine what level of reserves are appropriate.

We recommend the County periodically evaluate reserve levels in all governmental and internal service
funds and establish policies where appropriate, to ensure balances remain justified, transparent, and
aligned with the intended purpose of each fund. 

Fund Balance

1] The Comptroller’s Office uses the Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) definition of Fund Balance available at https://www.gfoa.org/fund-
balance-guidelines-general-fund

Fund Balance represents resources accumulated over time that are available to support future
operations, respond to emergencies, or fund one-time expenditures.  Annual changes in fund balance
occur to the extent that revenues exceed expenditures or expenditures exceed revenues. 
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Most of the County’s fund balance is in the General Fund, which is the County’s main operating fund.
The 2025 adopted operating budget anticipated using $34.7 million of fund balance in the General Fund.
The County legislature amended the budget over the course of the year to appropriate an additional
$18.1 million of unassigned fund balance and $25.7 million of reserves for a total of $78.5 million. The
actual results in the General Fund were a $45.9 million deficit in 2025, exceeding the use of fund balance
in the originally adopted budget, but using less fund balance than the amended budget.

The chart on the following page shows a breakdown of 2025 governmental fund activity by fund: 



The County has a Capital Projects Fund that is made up of multiple capital projects and budgeted for
outside of the annual operating budget. Capital Projects are budgeted in the County’s five-year capital
improvement program. Each project must have its own accounting and will ordinarily carry a negative
balance, as short-term borrowing (in the form of bond anticipation notes) for capital projects is reported
as a current liability rather than a revenue. The $11.3 million positive change in fund balance in the
Capital Projects Fund for the year is due to General Fund transfers of reserves to capital projects rather
than project completion. Because these transfers originated from General Fund reserves, the increase in
Capital Projects Fund balance directly reduced General Fund balance. 
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Current Fund Balance Allocation in the General Fund
The following chart shows the categories of fund balance that the County has reported over the last 5
years, as well as the increases in total fund balance for each year in the General Fund:
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The 2026 budget also relies on using $36.5 million of fund balance, although based on historical
experience we find the probability of the County actually experiencing a deficit of that magnitude in 2026 to
be unlikely. The chart below shows the historical amounts of fund balance budgeted to be used as well as
the actual results: 

As can be seen above, the County often planned to use fund balance but wound up actually adding to it
instead. In 2025, the deficit would have been significantly smaller if the County had not amended the
budget throughout the year to transfer money to fund Capital Projects and the Housing Action Fund.
Those transfers totaled $42,072,336 of the $45,858,420 actual deficit reported. We do not anticipate the
County making transfers of this magnitude in 2026. 

If actual results do in fact mirror the budget, reserve levels could fall below the targets established by the
Fund Balance Policy. We recommend that the County Budget and Finance departments carefully track
spending in 2026 to ensure that the ending fund balance remains within policy targets. 

Deficit Budgeting

In 2025, Ulster County’s fund balance decreased by $45.9 million, representing a 25.2% reduction in one
year. The vast majority of this decrease, $42.1 million, resulted from transfers to the Capital Projects Fund
and the Housing Action Fund. The remaining $3.8 million reduction in fund balance is due to planned
deficits in the budget process. 

In May of 2023, the Ulster County Legislature adopted Resolution 213, adopting a revised Fund Balance
Policy for Ulster County. This policy designated a desired unrestricted fund balance in the general fund of
15-20% of current general fund annual operating expenditures. Unrestricted fund balance is the total of
unassigned, assigned, and committed fund balances. The policy also created an unrestricted fund balance
ceiling of 20% in both the County Road and Road Machinery Funds. The calculation for each fund is
independent of any other fund and is calculated in the same manner as the general fund. 

Based on the 2025 filed AUD, the unrestricted general fund balance as of 12/31/2025 was $75.5 million or
18.6% of budgeted 2026 general fund operating expenditures, which is in line with policy limits. Similarly,
the County Road Fund and the Road Machinery Fund are within policy limits, as these 3 funds are the
only ones covered by the County’s Fund Balance Policy. 

Fund Balance Policy



3Ulster County’s Fund Balance Policy states “upon unrestricted fund balance reaching the 20% ceiling
target, the Department of Finance will present to the Legislature, no later than the June Legislative
Session, options for utilizing the excess… any fund balance in excess of this Policy for the County Road
Fund and the Road Machinery Fund shall be used for the required purposes of said fund. It is the intent
of the County to limit the use of these fund balances to address unanticipated, non-recurring needs, or
unanticipated future obligations.” 
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While the County has established reserve targets for its primary operating funds, no similar guidance
exists for several other governmental funds that maintain a significant surplus balance. The Special
Grant Fund, Debt Service Fund, and Housing Action Fund are not covered by Ulster County’s Fund
Balance Policy. 

The Special Grant Fund has an available fund balance of $714,967, that represents 19.1% of the 2026
budgeted expenditures of the fund. The Special Grant Fund is used to administer certain state and
federal programs. For example, the Restore NY grant received for the redevelopment of iPark went
through the Special Grant Fund. In addition, federal Community Development Block Grant funding as
well as state and federal job training funding go through this fund.  

The Debt Service Fund has $5.8 million available for future appropriation, which represents 36.5% of the
$15.8 million in 2026 budgeted operating expenditures in that fund. The Debt Service Fund is restricted
for the use of debt service (i.e. bond and other debt related payments) but remains unappropriated if
unspent/not budgeted for spending, therefore, it is available for appropriation in future years. The amount
of fund balance available for appropriation includes all amounts that are unassigned, assigned –
unappropriated, as well as unappropriated debt service restricted balances that can only be used for that
purpose. 

The Housing Action Fund has $4.9 million in available fund balance, equal to 222% of its 2026 budgeted
expenditures. The Housing Action Fund is assigned to use for purposes of the fund. This fund was
established to address the housing crisis in Ulster County, and all appropriations must be used for that
cause. 

Considering these funds may accumulate surplus through transfers from the General Fund or through
revenues budgeted in excess of expenditures, the Fund Balance Policy should be expanded to provide
guidance regarding appropriate reserve levels. 

Other Governmental Funds Not Covered by Fund Balance Policy

Internal Service Funds and Net Position
The County has two internal service funds, the Workers’ Compensation Fund, and the Medical Self
Insurance Fund. The Worker’s Compensation Fund operates a self-insurance pool in which the County
along with other local municipalities join in hopes of obtaining a lower insurance cost than if they were to
pay traditional workers compensation insurance. The amount each municipality must contribute is
determined by an actuary each year. The Medical Self Insurance Fund consists of exclusively County
employees and is not available to outside local municipalities. An actuary determines an insurance
premium equivalent each year for all the three different plans offered by the County by coverage type. 

These funds should retain a certain amount of surplus called net position to offset years of excess deficit.
The actuary for each fund should determine the desired surplus for that fund. Any amounts over the
desired threshold in the Worker’s Compensation Fund should be considered by the actuary in the annual
premium calculations and could potentially lower rates. 
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The Worker’s Compensation Fund has a net position of $16.2 million that represents 178% of 2026
budgeted expenses. The Medical Self Insurance Fund has a net position of $14.2 million or 43% of
2026 budgeted expenses. 

These funds operate on a rate basis and usually do not have a policy to govern the surplus as they can
only be used for the fund purpose, however, when excessive amounts arise from continuous years of
surplus, it may be prudent to establish some policies or procedures to regulate the balance. Considering
Ulster County’s current balances in the internal service funds, the County should develop a policy or
procedure to evaluate what is an adequate amount of net position for these funds. This will ensure that
the current contributors are not overspending to subsidize future users and solve near-term rate stability
issues before they arise.

Any amounts over the desired surplus in the Medical Self Insurance Fund should be considered to
either reduce the current year premium equivalent or increase the insurance coverage to reduce out-of-
pocket expenses for employees. Because the County has not established and/or the actuary has not
stated the desired Net Position percentage of annual expenses or fixed dollar amount to be available for
future years whether each fund has an excessive surplus in undetermined. 

At the close of 2025 Ulster County remained within the reserve levels established by its Fund Balance
Policy. To ensure that the County remains within the desired levels, the County will need to utilize less
fund balance than planned by the 2026 budget, and future budgets will need to strive for structural
balance. Ulster County has other surplus balances that appear significant when compared to the annual
expenditures/expenses in their funds. Those surplus amounts in other governmental funds and internal
service funds should have some policies or procedures to ensure they are monitored closely. 

Conclusion
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