
Governing in the Shadows
Rating the Online Financial Transparency 
of Special District Governments 

Following the Money 2017: Special Districts



Governing in the Shadows
Rating the Online Financial Transparency 

of Special District Governments 

Michelle Surka, U.S. PIRG Education Fund

Rachel Cross, Frontier Group

April 2017

Following the Money 2017: Special Districts



Acknowledgments

The authors thank the special district officials who responded to our survey questions 
and/or evaluation of their district’s online financial transparency. Illinois PIRG Educa-
tion Fund thanks Benjamin Davis of In the Public Interest for his review of drafts of this 
document, as well as his insights and suggestions. Thanks also to Tony Dutzik and Gideon 
Weissman of Frontier Group for editorial support. 

The authors bear responsibility for any factual errors. The recommendations are those of 
Illinois PIRG Education Fund. The views expressed in this report are those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of our funders or those who provided review. 

 2017 Illinois PIRG Education Fund. Some Rights Reserved. This work is licensed un-
der a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. To view the terms of this license, visit 
www. creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0. 

With public debate around important issues often dominated by special interests pursuing 
their own narrow agendas, Illinois PIRG Education Fund offers an independent voice that 
works on behalf of the public interest. Illinois PIRG Education Fund, a 501(c)(3) organiza-
tion, works to protect consumers and promote good government. We investigate problems, 
craft solutions, educate the public, and offer meaningful opportunities for civic participation. 
For more information, please visit our website at www.illinoispirgedfund.org.

Frontier Group provides information and ideas to help citizens build a cleaner, healthier, 
fairer and more democratic America. Our experts and writers deliver timely research and 
analysis that is accessible to the public, applying insights gleaned from a variety of disci-
plines to arrive at new ideas for solving pressing problems. For more information about 
Frontier Group, please visit www.frontiergroup.org. 

Layout: Alec Meltzer, meltzerdesign.net

Cover photo: Negative Space, CC0



Table of Contents

Executive Summary 1

Introduction 5

Special Districts: What They Are and Why They Matter 6
The Uses and Challenges of Special Districts and the Need
for Financial Transparency 8

Financial Transparency Empowers Citizens 11
Financial Transparency Information Gives Users Detailed
Information on District Expenditures 11

Making the Grade: Scoring Special Districts’ Online Financial 
Transparency  15

Choosing the Districts  15
Grading the Districts 16
The Leading Districts 16
The Lagging Districts 18
The Failing Districts 19

Many Roads to Special District Financial Transparency  21
State and Local Government Efforts to Improve Special District Transparency  21
Efforts by Other National Organizations  22

Moving Forward: Improving Online Financial Transparency 25
Recommendations for State and Local Governments 25
Recommendations for Special Districts 26

Appendix A: Methodology 28

Appendix B: Transparency Scorecard 36

Appendix C: List of Questions Posed to Special District Officials  44

Notes 45



 Executive Summary 1

Executive Summary

Citizens’ ability to understand how 
their tax dollars are spent is funda-
mental to democracy. Budget and 

spending transparency holds government 
officials accountable for making smart de-
cisions, checks corruption, and provides 
citizens an opportunity to affect how gov-
ernment dollars are spent.

“Special districts” are a type of govern-
ment agency that exist outside of tradi-
tional forms of general purpose local or 
state governments, and serve key govern-
mental functions such as public transit or 
housing. However, special districts are 
poorly understood by the public and often 
do business without adhering to modern 
standards of government budget or spend-
ing transparency. The lack of transpar-
ency and accountability of many special 
districts has caused concern among some 
state agencies and government watchdogs, 
as it can contribute to an atmosphere con-
ducive to lowered efficiency and potential 
misconduct.  

A review of 79 special districts’ on-
line financial transparency shows that 
while a few districts are meeting the 
goals of “Transparency 2.0” – a stan-
dard of comprehensive, one-stop, one-
click budget accountability and acces-
sibility – the vast majority do little to 
inform citizens about how they spend 
money. To empower and engage the pub-

lic, enable citizen oversight of all branches 
of government, and improve the efficiency 
with which they operate, special districts, 
along with local and state governments, 
should expand the amount and improve 
the quality of spending data that are made 
available to the public online. 

Special districts are a significant 
form of government, and should be 
held to strong financial transparency 
standards.

•	 Nationwide, there are more than 
38,000 special districts, many of them 
charged with fulfilling key governmen-
tal functions, that spend more than 
$200 billion annually.1

•	 The creation of special districts can en-
able large expenditures to occur mostly 
or entirely off the budgets of state or 
local general purpose governments. 
According to a study by MASSPIRG 
Education Fund from 2010, revenues 
from special districts in Massachusetts 
amounted to at least $8.76 billion – 
equal to one third of the state’s general 
budget.2

•	 Special districts are not held to the 
same transparency and accountabil-
ity standards as other types of govern-
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ment. A 2012 Kentucky Auditor’s re-
port found that in 2011 only 60 percent 
of special districts required to submit 
budgets to the Department for Local 
Government’s office did so, and many 
special districts were not even aware of 
their legal and financial reporting ob-
ligations.3

The nation’s most transparent spe-
cial districts are often those in states 
that have taken action to require or 
encourage the posting of financial in-
formation online.

•	 The Texas Comptroller of Public Ac-
counts offers a Transparency Stars pro-
gram for local governments, including 
special districts, excelling in financial 
transparency.4 Of the seven leading 
special districts evaluated in this report, 
three are from Texas and all three have 
received at least one Transparency Star 
from the Comptroller. 

•	 In Illinois, legislation requiring the cre-
ation of a transparency portal for the 
Chicago area’s transportation districts 
has resulted in an easy-to-use resource 
for citizens seeking to access financial 
information.5 One district included in 
the legislation was evaluated in our re-
port, and received a leading score. 

•	 The Kentucky Department for Local 
Government was established as the 
central reporting agency for all state 
special districts in 2013, and publishes 
a public portal of special district budget 
and spending information.6 The one 
special district from Kentucky evalu-
ated in this report also received a lead-
ing score. 

Our snapshot of special district on-
line financial practices shows that 
many of these governmental bodies are 
not meeting standards for government 
transparency. 

Table ES-1. Top Seven Special Districts Evaluated in Online Financial Transparency

Special District State Grade Score 2013 Expenditures7

Port of Houston Authority TX A 95 $292,689,000

Chicago Transit Authority IL A 94 $2,713,168,000

Metropolitan Transit Authority of 
Harris County

TX A 93 $1,353,961,000

Louisville-Jefferson County 
Metropolitan Sewer District

KY A- 89 $327,698,000

Utah Transit Authority UT A- 86 $663,220,000

North Texas Tollway Authority TX A- 81 $756,045,000

Tri-County Metropolitan 
Transportation District of Oregon

OR B 77 $988,717,000
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In this report, we evaluated the online 
financial transparency practices of 79 spe-
cial districts nationwide, chosen to repre-
sent a diversity of functions and states. Of 
those 79 special districts:

•	 Seven special districts, 9 percent of 
those evaluated in the report, received 
leading scores. 

•	 30 special districts, 38 percent, re-
ceived lagging scores.

•	 42 special districts, 53 percent, received 
failing scores, having failed to meet ba-
sic financial transparency criteria.

•	 Of the failing districts, 11, or 14 per-
cent of districts evaluated, received a 
score of zero, having made little to no 
evident effort to provide online finan-
cial transparency information.

Special districts varied greatly in pro-
viding financial transparency information 
online: 

•	 30 special districts, 38 percent of those 
evaluated in the report, have posted the 
most recently approved budget docu-
ment on their website.

•	 24 special districts, or 30 percent, cur-
rently publish a comprehensive annual 
financial report on their website in accor-
dance with the Government Accounting 
Standards Board’s specifications.

•	 Eight special districts, or 10 percent, 
publish full annual salary ranges by job 
title.

•	 Seven special districts, or 9 percent, pro-
vide information on checkbook-level 
spending, and only two of those district 
websites allow users to view the informa-
tion without having to download data.

There are many opportunities to im-
prove online financial transparency. 

•	 Districts that already provide check-
book spending data still have room to 
improve. 

 ∘ No district in our sample has a thor-
ough “completeness statement” 
alerting citizens to the specific exclu-
sions from checkbook-level spending 
information. 

 ∘ Only the Chicago Transit Authority, 
via the Regional Transit Authority’s 
Transparency Portal, hosts check-
book data on a portal with a full 
search function. 

 ∘ Special districts may be able to take 
advantage of existing local or state 
transparency portals to expand the 
amount of information they share 
with the public. The Utah Transit 
Authority, for example, provides rev-
enue and itemized expenditure data 
on the Utah state checkbook website.

Table ES-2: Grading Scale

Score Grade Rank

90 to 100 points A

Leading 
District

80 to 89 points A-

70 to 79 points B

60 to 69 points B-

50 to 59 points C

Lagging 
District

40 to 49 points C-

30 to 39 points D

20 to 29 points D-

< 20 points F
Failing 
District
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•	 Districts should make available the 
most recently approved budget docu-
ment on their website.

 ∘ Publishing detailed categories of 
revenues and expenditures allows for 
citizens to easily find how a district is 
funded, and what the district plans to 
accomplish in a fiscal year. 

 ∘ In addition, publishing past years’ 
budgets allows for comparison in ex-
penditure levels between fiscal years, 
ultimately giving citizens the ability 
to identify unusual trends or changes 
in spending categories. 

•	 Special districts should aspire to pro-
vide audited financial statements in 
accordance with the Government Ac-
counting Standards Board’s specifica-

tions, even if state or local law does not 
require them to do so.

•	 Special districts that have annual finan-
cial reports hosted on an external site, 
such as that of a state auditor’s office, 
should offer direct links to the docu-
ments from their own websites.

•	 In particular, special districts such as 
hospitals that issue municipal bonds 
and report financials to the Electron-
ic Municipal Market Access database 
(EMMA) should offer direct links to 
documents hosted on the database, if 
not publish those documents directly 
on their own organization’s website. 
Housing authorities should publish 
their annual plans with capital funds 
information as reported to the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development on their agency websites. 
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Introduction

Citizens’ ability to understand how 
their tax dollars are spent is funda-
mental to democracy. Budget and 

spending transparency holds government 
officials accountable for making smart de-
cisions, checks corruption, and provides 
citizens an opportunity to affect how gov-
ernment dollars are spent. 

Over the past decade, many state and 
local governments have made great prog-
ress in sharing details about government 
budgets and spending with the public in 
the place that most people now go for 
information: the internet. For six years, 
U.S. PIRG’s Following the Money series of 
reports tracked and helped to fuel these 
improvements in transparency. In 2010, 
only 32 states provided access to an online 
checkbook of government expenditures, 
often with little detail. By 2016, every 
state was posting such a checkbook, and 
many states also provided access to infor-
mation on economic development subsi-
dies as well as a variety of tools to enable 
the public to access budget and spending 
information. 

But while states have made great ad-
vances in online budget transparency, 
some areas of government remain largely 
in the dark. “Special districts” – a type of 
government agency that exist outside of 

traditional forms of general purpose lo-
cal or state government – often operate 
in the shadows of the political system, 
poorly understood by the public and of-
ten doing business without adhering to 
modern standards of budget or spending 
transparency. Special districts, regardless 
of the sources of their funding, provide 
important public services. The expendi-
tures incurred in providing those services 
are generally absent from local or state 
government budget documents, and most 
special districts face no requirement that 
they publish detailed, checkbook-level 
spending data online. 

The lack of understanding of special dis-
tricts masks their importance. Nationwide, 
there are more than 38,000 special dis-
tricts, many of them charged with fulfill-
ing key governmental functions, that spend 
more than $200 billion annually – more 
than the annual state budgets of California, 
Vermont, Utah and Iowa combined.8 

Special districts should adhere to the 
same transparency standards as other 
forms of government. Improving bud-
get and spending transparency will make 
special districts – which often exist in the 
shadows of our democracy – more ac-
countable to governments that created 
them and the public they serve. 
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Special Districts: What They 
Are and Why They Matter

Special districts are agencies that exist 
outside the normal parameters of lo-
cal, state or federal “general purpose” 

governments.

Definitions of “special districts” vary, 
but most include a few key features:

•	 Special districts are government en-
tities established by a citizen vote or 
legislation.

•	 Special districts provide a specific 
service or set of related services for a 
designated area that would otherwise 
typically be provided by a government 
entity.

•	 Special districts operate with signifi-
cant fiscal autonomy, and have the 
power to draft their own budgets sepa-
rate from the state or local govern-
ment’s budget review process. 

This report uses the U.S. Census Bu-
reau’s definition of special districts, which 
includes:

“All organized local entities (other than 
counties, municipalities, townships, or 
school districts) authorized by state law to 

provide only one or a limited number of 
designated functions, and with sufficient ad-
ministrative and fiscal autonomy to qualify 
as separate governments; known by a vari-
ety of titles, including districts, authorities, 
boards, and commissions.”9

Special districts can include entities 
such as fire protection districts, hospital 
districts or housing authorities.10 Their 
service areas may stretch across one or 
more cities, counties or states, and may in-
clude unincorporated areas or be limited 
to a portion of a single jurisdiction.

Special districts can receive funding 
from multiple sources. Some are empow-
ered to levy taxes on residents in their ju-
risdictions or receive transfers of taxpayer 
money or other revenue from state or lo-
cal governments. Other districts raise rev-
enue through service fees or more tradi-
tional business profit models.11 

As of 2012, there were more than 38,000 
special districts in the U.S., making up 
over 40 percent of all state and local gov-
ernment entities.13 The number of special 
districts in the United States has grown 
dramatically from 1952 to 2012; while 
other forms of local government grew at 
a modest rate of 5 percent, the number of 
special districts more than tripled.14 
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Table 1. Census Special District Function Types Included in Report12

Figure 1. U.S. Special District Growth, 1952-201215
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The Uses and Challenges of 
Special Districts and the Need 
for Financial Transparency
Local or state governments may create 
special districts for a variety of reasons – 
some of which serve the public interest, 
and others of which may not.  

Special districts may be formed in or-
der to provide services in areas where 
incorporation of new general purpose 
local governments is difficult. This prac-
tice emerged in the late 1800s when rural 
areas dominated much of the American 
landscape. Many locales established spe-
cial districts as a way to maintain inde-
pendence from nearby cities while also 
providing services to their residents.16 
This practice remains relevant today. One 

study from 1997 attributed special district 
growth to the relative difficulty of creat-
ing, expanding or incorporating munici-
palities under state law; states with stricter 
laws regarding municipal incorporation 
had more special districts.17 

A perhaps more significant use of spe-
cial districts emerged after the financial 
crisis of the 1870s. Cities left with high 
levels of debt after extensive borrowing 
during the preceding economic boom re-
sponded by passing limits on public debt 
to avoid future defaults. These limitations 
led some to fear that governments would 
simply raise taxes, causing some groups to 
successfully lobby for limitations on addi-
tional taxation. As a result, local govern-
ments were left in a fiscal bind – unable 
to raise taxes and faced with low debt ceil-

Signage for the Lyons Fire Protection District of Colorado, the Sonoma County Agricultural Preserva-
tion and Open Space District of California, and the Massachusetts Port Authority in Boston.
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ings. Special districts, which courts ruled 
were exempt from such fiscal limitations, 
provided a solution for these govern-
ments.18

The creation of special districts enabled 
certain expenditures traditionally associ-
ated with governmental functions to oc-
cur largely or wholly off the state or local 
government’s budget.19 One 1990 study 
by an economist at Illinois State Universi-
ty found a significant correlation between 
local governments with tax limitations 
and those with a high number of special 
districts, suggesting their use as a method 
of circumventing budget and spending re-
strictions.20 Special district spending can 
be significant, too; according to a study by 
MASSPIRG Education Fund from 2010, 
revenues from special districts in Massa-
chusetts amounted to at least $8.76 billion 
– equal to one third of the state’s general 
budget.21 

A 2000 study found the same to be 
true of local governments with state re-
strictions not only on taxation levels and 
spending, but also on city or county debt 
limits. Lower debt ceilings tend to be ac-
companied by more special districts.22 
Special district debt, which is also not 
recorded in a state or local government’s 
budget, can also be significant; in 2002, 
special districts nationwide had more than 
$215 billion in outstanding long-term 
debt, more than that of either counties 
and townships nationwide.23

A related and more recent impetus for 
the creation of special districts is that 
many private developers have urged their 
creation as a way to secure capital for in-
frastructure projects by issuing tax-ex-
empt bonds. Across the country, develop-
ers have initiated the creation of hundreds 
of special districts to fund infrastructure 
construction, and nowhere more so than 
in Texas. In Houston during the 1970s, 
developers initiated the foundation of 
more than 400 municipal utility districts, 

special districts providing water and sew-
age services.24 Over 130 of these special 
governments were formed in 1971 alone 
to serve new or planned residential devel-
opments in the area.25 

Often, these developer-driven districts 
twist the democratic process that is sup-
posed to govern the creation of special 
districts, in which representatives or resi-
dents of a given area choose collectively 
to establish a new special-purpose gov-
ernment. In Texas, while municipal utility 
districts may be established through leg-
islation, the state Constitution requires a 
district to gain voter approval before levy-
ing taxes or issuing debt.27 In districts used 
to finance new development, there are no 
residents, leading developers to, in some 
cases, house voters in temporary mobile 
homes on a proposed district’s undevel-
oped plot of land for the sole purpose of 
approving the creation of a special district. 
In multiple recorded cases, the voters have 
had no intention of living in the resulting 
community.28 For example, in 2016, the 
Colorado Court of Appeals ruled a pri-
vate developer’s election to approve the 
issuance of debt and taxation levels for a 

Table 2. Number of Special Districts 
in the Ten States with Most Special 
Districts, 201226

State Special Districts

Illinois 3,227 

California 2,861 

Texas 2,600 

Colorado 2,392 

Missouri 1,854 

Pennsylvania 1,756 

Kansas 1,523 

Washington 1,285 

Nebraska 1,269 

New York 1,174 
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new development was fraudulent, in part 
because the six voters did not intend to 
purchase one of the resulting condos and 
pay the associated taxes, while the 130 
buyers who did sign contracts purchasing 
the not-yet-built condos were not alerted 
to the election’s occurrence.29 A new law 
was passed in Colorado as a result of the 
case, prohibiting special district elections 
where an elector’s qualifications to vote 
are questionable.30

Even established special districts may 
operate with limited accountability be-
cause their functions are obscure to the 
public or because special districts may 
make public participation difficult. A 
2007 study by the Nassau County Execu-
tive found that the New York county had 
a special district election every 10.9 busi-
ness days, with none falling on major elec-
tion days.31   

The potential for special districts to be 
used to evade normal forms of governance 
and established fiscal limitations makes 
transparency and accountability in their 
spending and operations particularly im-
portant. 

While some state governments have 
become increasingly involved in requir-
ing transparency and accountability, many 
special districts continue to operate with-
out sufficient government oversight. A 
2014 Idaho Legislative Office’s report 
found that while the county government 

is often specified in legislation as the over-
sight agency for special districts, many 
counties “did not have a comprehensive 
list of districts within their jurisdiction” or 
otherwise “did not have financial informa-
tion available.”32

A 2012 Kentucky Auditor’s report had 
similar results. The report found that the 
statutory requirements to complete and 
file annual budgets and financial state-
ments were not effectively enforced, and 
that many special districts were not even 
aware of their legal and financial report-
ing obligations. The report found that 
in 2011 only 60 percent of special dis-
tricts required to submit budgets did so. 
Similarly, of the special districts with an-
nual revenues of more than $750,000 and 
therefore required to undergo an annual 
audit, only 55 percent of special districts 
complied, and there were no consequenc-
es for non-reporting districts.33

Special districts can serve as useful tools 
for providing crucial public services to 
citizens and residents. However, the vast 
majority of special districts are not direct-
ly accountable to their local or state gov-
ernment and are exempt from many kinds 
of public oversight. Because their spend-
ing and debt loads are often entirely ab-
sent from state and local budgets, special 
district financial transparency is critical 
to citizen understanding of government 
finances. 
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Financial Transparency 
Empowers Citizens

Since special district expenditures typ-
ically are not subject to the checks 
and balances of the regular budget 

process and fall outside of the “official” 
budgets of general purpose governments, 
special districts can lack public account-
ability, making online transparency par-
ticularly important. Financial transpar-
ency allows citizens, watchdog groups 
and elected officials alike to monitor the 
actions of special districts and hold them 
accountable.

The need for transparency extends even 
to those special districts that do not re-
ceive direct taxpayer funding. All special 
districts are governmental entities created 
to fulfill public – not private – functions. 
Some special districts may operate like 
businesses, but they are not businesses – 
their purpose is to provide a service to the 
public. As with any agency created to serve 
the public interest, the public has a right 
and a responsibility to evaluate whether a 
special district is fulfilling its public ser-
vice function efficiently and well. 

Financial Transparency 
Information Gives Users 
Detailed Information on 
District Expenditures

Current best practices for government 
spending transparency call for websites 
that are comprehensive, one-stop and 
one-click. 

Comprehensive

The financial information provided by spe-
cial districts should answer the following 
questions: Where does the district raise its 
revenue? How much does the district spend 
on particular goods and services? Which 
firms receive contracts for these goods and 
services? And what does the public get in 
return for those specific expenditures? The 
best special district websites empower citi-
zens to answer these questions.

Moreover, it is best practice for districts 
to explain the kinds of expenditure in-
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formation that are not provided on their 
website. In some cases, there are legiti-
mate public policy reasons for withhold-
ing information. Whatever the reason, 
the public should be able to know what 
kinds of information cannot be found on 
a district’s website. Knowledge of what is 
and is not omitted is a precondition for 
productive debate over whether omitted 
types of information should be included.

One-Stop

Leading special districts offer financial 
documents on a single portal or webpage. 
With one-stop transparency, residents and 
public officials can access comprehensive 
information on direct spending, contracts, 
and revenue sources from a single starting 
point.

Experts may already know what they 
are looking for and may already be famil-
iar with the kinds of expenditures that fall 
under specific bureaucratic silos. But ordi-
nary citizens are more likely to be imped-

ed by the need to navigate a variety of dis-
parate websites in order to find important 
information on government spending. 

Unlike general purpose governments, 
for which there is only one logical place 
to look for financial transparency infor-
mation – the government’s website – there 
are several places in which special districts 
might report financial information that 
are accessible to the public. Some spe-
cial districts are encouraged or required 
to report their financial data through the 
transparency portal of their state or local 
government, while others provide finan-
cial information through a portal such as 
the Electronic Municipal Market Access 
(EMMA) system, an online reporting site 
for municipal securities disclosures over-
seen by the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission. The site is capable of host-
ing other kinds of financial documents, 
such as comprehensive annual financial 
reports.34   

Ideally, even special districts that report 
financial information elsewhere should 

Figure 2. The Louisville-Jefferson County Metropolitan Sewer District Offers a 
Transparency Portal Hosting All District Financials in One Place
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also make that information available in 
the most logical location where citizens 
might seek it out: the special district’s 
own website. At minimum, the district 
web sites should alert the public to the 
location where detailed financial transpar-
ency information may be found. But the 
unique and widely varied nature of special 
districts suggests that the most effective 
method for disclosing financial informa-
tion may vary from district to district. 

One-Click Searchable 
and Downloadable

Transparent information is only as useful 
as it is accessible. Leading special districts 
offer a range of search and sort functions 
that allow residents to navigate complex 

expenditure data with a single click of 
the mouse. Districts that follow the best 
transparency standards allow residents to 
browse information by recipient or cat-
egory, and to make directed keyword and 
field searches.

Residents who want to dig deeper into 
district spending patterns typically need 
to download and analyze the data in a 
spreadsheet or database program. Down-
loading entire datasets enables citizens 
to perform a variety of advanced func-
tions – such as aggregating expenditures 
for a particular company, agency or date 
– to see trends or understand total spend-
ing amounts that might otherwise be lost 
in a sea of data. Leading districts enable 
citizens to download the entire checkbook 
dataset in one file.

Websites Hosting Financial Transparency Information 
Should Be Comprehensive, One-Stop and One-Click 

Transparency Standards

Comprehensive: A user-friendly web portal provides residents the ability to 
search detailed information about special district revenues and expenditures.

One-Stop: Residents can find information or links to information from a 
central website. 

One-Click Searchable and Downloadable: Residents can search data with 
a single query or browse common-sense categories. Residents can sort data 
on district spending by recipient, amount, purpose or keyword. Residents can 
also download data to conduct offline analyses.
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Special District Employee Compensation 
and Government Transparency

Many state and local governments post the salaries of workers online on 
their transparency websites or elsewhere. There can be considerable pub-
lic interest in salary information. In Illinois, for example, the Comptrol-

ler’s office reports that its government salary database – including details on paid 
appointments to state boards and commissions – is the most popular one on its 
website.35 But there is much debate about whether the benefits of this practice 
outweigh the costs, and whether special districts should adopt the same practices. 

On one hand, opening the books on public-sector compensation helps protect 
against salaries that the public might find unacceptable. Public workers tend to be 
better compensated, on average, than those in the private sector, but public em-
ployees with an advanced degree typically receive lower salaries than comparably 
educated non-government employees.36 

On the other hand, there can be good reasons to limit the scope of personal in-
formation in the public domain. People may use the information inappropriately, 
or it could be abused by marketers or criminals. Moreover, research evidence sug-
gests that posting compensation details can undermine employee morale.37 

Some special districts offer examples of how to navigate between these compet-
ing imperatives. The Orange County Fire Authority in California publishes salary 
ranges by job title, while Johnson County Water District 1 in Kansas publishes 
the salary amount for every new position created in a fiscal year.38 The Hartford 
County Metropolitan District in Connecticut publishes a bulk salary figure for 
every department.39 These approaches to compensation information may provide 
some measure of anonymity while maintaining the ability to identify compensa-
tion that might be dramatically out of line with experience, qualifications or public 
norms. 

Another way districts might navigate the issue would be to post only the high-
est compensated employees – such as board members, those making more than 
three times the average district employee, or the highest-paid 10 employees and 
contractors in each department. Ultimately, there is a need for more information 
about the relative merits of different approaches to transparency in public sec-
tor employee compensation. One study examined the effects of a 2010 California 
mandate requiring cities to publicly post municipal salaries and found that, com-
pared with cities that already posted such information, newly transparent munici-
palities cut salaries for their highest paid employees and experienced a 75 percent 
increase in quit rates among those workers.40 Further study is necessary to know if 
these findings are representative of experiences at other public agencies.
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Making the Grade: Scoring Special 
Districts’ Online Financial Transparency 

A review of a sampling of 79 special 
districts of various types from across 
the United States shows that while 

a small number of special districts meet 
modern standards of online budget and 
spending transparency, the vast major-
ity share relatively little data on spending 
with residents of their areas. 

Choosing the Districts 
Special districts were selected for inclu-
sion based first on their participation in 
the Census Bureau’s 2012 Census of Gov-
ernments, which includes 3,394 special 
districts nationwide. The Census is not a 
comprehensive collection of special dis-
trict spending data, as the response rate 
of special districts to the Census in past 
years has been as low as 16 percent.41 The 
Census does, however, represent the most 
comprehensive listing of special districts 
and their spending available.

In order to get a snapshot of special dis-
trict financial transparency nationwide, 
we selected districts that met the follow-
ing criteria:

•	 Districts that are among the 20 special 
districts with the highest expenditures 
reported in the Census data.

•	 The district with the highest total ex-
penditure amount for each function 
type not represented among the 20 
largest districts. (See Table 1 for list of 
included function types.)

•	 The district with the highest total ex-
penditure amount for every U.S. state 
not already represented in the previous 
criteria.

The result is a collection of districts that 
are diverse in their budget size, location 
and function. It is not intended to be a 
representative or random sample of spe-
cial districts nationwide.

Each district’s website was evaluated 
and assigned a grade based on its search-
ability and the breadth of information 
provided. (See Appendix B for the com-
plete scorecard, and Appendix A for a full 
explanation of the methodology, grad-
ing criteria, and how the scoring system 
was applied to each district’s website.) An 
initial inventory of each district’s website 
and a set of questions were first sent to 
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the administrative offices believed to be 
responsible for operating each special dis-
trict’s website. (For a list of questions sent 
to district officials, see Appendix C.) Fol-
low up e-mail and – if necessary – phone 
calls were used to maximize the number 
of responses we received. Officials from 
23 districts responded with insights and 
clarification about their websites. In some 
cases, our research team adjusted scores 
based on this clarifying feedback. 

Some special districts proved difficult to 
contact, raising an even more basic con-
cern about their level of transparency.42

Previous editions of Following the Money, 
which evaluated state or local transpar-
ency websites, reviewed only websites 
under control of the government being 
evaluated. For special districts, which may 
report financial information via state or 
local transparency websites or through 
other venues, our research suggested that 
it is necessary to also evaluate other web-
sites that a citizen might plausibly visit to 
learn financial information about special 
districts in their area. As a result, we of-
fered partial credit to special districts re-
porting spending information via limited 
other venues. This change to the analysis 
occurred at the suggestion of several spe-
cial district representatives, but because it 
came after the initial data-gathering peri-
od had concluded, districts were not given 
the opportunity to review their compli-
ance with these criteria. 

In addition, while special districts of 
all kinds bear the responsibility for fully, 
accurately and accessibly communicat-
ing their spending practices to the pub-
lic, some districts face administrative or 
financial constraints that make it difficult 
to meet the standards of Transparency 2.0. 
In some cases, additional funding from 
the state legislature, changes in adminis-
trative practices, or changes to laws and 
regulations outside the control of special 
districts may be needed before modern 

standards of government transparency can 
be met. 

Based on the grades assigned to each 
website, districts can be divided into three 
categories: Leading Districts, Lagging 
Districts and Failing Districts.

Grading the Districts
Of the 79 special districts included in this 
report, only seven received leading scores. 
Our grading criteria, available in Appendix 
A, evaluated only basic financial transpar-
ency functions – not the full achievement 
of the standards for “Transparency 2.0” 
described on page 12, which represent the 
best practice for financial transparency 
across all levels and types of government. 
The resulting grades show that districts 
have either made strong efforts towards 
online transparency, have made minimal 
transparency efforts, or have made no ap-
parent effort at all. The following sections 
summarize common traits shared by the 
special districts in each of these categories 
to highlight their strengths and weak-
nesses.

The Leading Districts
These special districts have created user-
friendly websites that provide visitors 
with accessible information on an array of 
expenditures. With the exception of the 
Louisville-Jefferson County Metropoli-
tan Sewer District, every Leading District 
provides a checkbook where ordinary citi-
zens or watchdog groups alike can down-
load the entire checkbook dataset to find 
information on specific vendor payments 
or employee reimbursements.44 

Leading Districts still have opportuni-
ties to improve transparency. For exam-
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Table 3. Leading District Scores

Special District State Grade Score 2013 Expenditures43

Port of Houston Authority TX A 95 $292,689,000 

Metropolitan Transit Authority 
of Harris County

TX A 93 $1,353,961,000 

Chicago Transit Authority IL A 90 $2,713,168,000 

Louisville-Jefferson County 
Metropolitan Sewer District

KY A- 89 $327,698,000 

Utah Transit Authority UT A- 86 $663,220,000 

North Texas Tollway Authority TX A- 81 $756,045,000 

Tri-County Metropolitan 
Transportation District of Oregon

OR B 77 $988,717,000 

Figure 3. The Regional Transportation Authority’s Portal Hosts the Chicago Transit 
Authority’s Financials, Including a Record of Checkbook-Level Spending with 
Vendor’s Names and Expense Categories

ple, the Tri-County Metropolitan Trans-
portation District of Oregon provides a 
downloadable check register, but does not 
include descriptions of the general expen-
diture categories, an important feature for 
tracking government spending. The Utah 
Transit Authority’s checkbook is currently 
a part of the state checkbook available on 
Utah’s transparency portal; however, the 
district’s website, which hosts other finan-
cial information, does not provide a link. 
Only the Louisville-Jefferson County 

Metropolitan Sewer District and the Chi-
cago Transit Authority, via the Regional 
Transit District’s Transparency Portal, 
offer a checkbook on their own websites 
that does not require downloading data 
to view. Those districts are also the only 
agencies among Leading Districts to pro-
vide salary information by job title, while 
no top-scoring district includes complete-
ness statements to alert citizens about 
information that is excluded from their 
check registers.
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The Lagging Districts
All of the Lagging Districts provide basic 
financial transparency information, such 
as a current budget document and some 
variation of an annual financial report de-
tailing at the very least net expenditures 
and revenues for the year. The three dis-

tricts receiving the highest scores among 
the Lagging Districts additionally pro-
vided individual salary information as 
well as detailed information about district 
procurements. None of the 30 Lagging 
Districts provides a full register of check-
book-level spending online.

Table 4. Lagging District Scores

Special District State Grade Score 2013 Expenditures45

New York and New Jersey Port Authority NY C 54 $7,273,199,000 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California CA C 50 $1,306,675,000 

Orange County Fire Authority CA C 50 $479,068,000 

Hartford County Metropolitan District CT C- 47 $346,966,000 

Los Angeles County Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority

CA C- 47 $43,968,663,000 

Chicago Park District IL D 35 $632,900 

Children's Services Council of Palm Beach County FL D 35 $106,383,000 

Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District MO D 35 $486,703,000 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority VA D 35 $1,611,201,000 

Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Airports Commission MN D 35 $395,119,000 

San Diego County Regional Airport Authority CA D 35 $537,154,000 

Southwest Florida Water Management District FL D 35 $241,141,000 

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority DC D 35 $3,793,281,000 

Wayne County Airport Authority MI D 35 $442,091,000 

Sacramento Municipal Utility District CA D 34 $1,774,604,000 

Lee Memorial Health System FL D 33 $1,764,860,000 

Lower Colorado River Authority TX D 33 $1,492,100,000 

South Broward Hospital District FL D 33 $2,084,189,000 

Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority PA D 33 $2,555,478,000 

Boston Housing Authority MA D 32 $435,571,000 

Denver Regional Transportation District CO D 31 $1,338,721,000 

Bay Area Rapid Transit CA D- 29 $12,014,000 

Fargo Park District ND D- 29 $29,835,000 

Southern Nevada Water Authority NV D- 27 $341,294,000 

Central Arkansas Water AR D- 26 $79,588,000 

Omaha Public Power District NE D- 26 $1,349,803,000 

Des Moines Metropolitan Transit Authority IA D- 25 $49,871,000 

Johnson County Water District 1 KS D- 25 $88,865,000 

Delaware River Port Authority NJ D- 23 $417,643,000 

Delaware River and Bay Authority DE D- 23 $167,939,000 
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The Failing Districts
Of the 79 special districts evaluated for 
this report, 42 received failing grades for 
their online financial transparency. Eleven 
districts received zero points. No Failing 
District provides a register of online check-
book-level spending, and only a hand-

ful provide both a budget document and 
a comprehensive annual financial report. 
The majority of Failing Districts only pro-
vide one kind of financial document, and 
of those providing an annual report, many 
only provide financial highlights as op-
posed to an audited annual financial report.

Table 5. Failing District Scores

Special District State Grade Score 2013 Expenditures46

Metropolitan Transportation Commission CA F 19 $1,815,095,000 

Sacramento Area Flood Control Agency CA F 18 $74,114,000 

Heartland Consumers Power District SD F 17 $74,304,000 

King County Rural Library District WA F 17 $181,604,000 

Los Angeles City Housing Authority CA F 17 $1,133,806,000 

Orange County Housing Finance Authority FL F 15 $29,196,000 

Philadelphia Parking Authority PA F 15 $261,863,000 

Indiana Municipal Power Agency IN F 14 $447,115,000 

Nebraska Public Power District NE F 14 $1,424,000,000 

Office of Hawaiian Affairs HI F 14 $55,446,000 

Salt River Project Agricultural Improvement & 
Power District

AZ F 14 $3,706,940,000 

Charlotte Mecklenburg Hospital Authority NC F 13 $7,221,090,000 

Kootenai Hospital District ID F 13 $334,638,000 

Jefferson County Drainage District 6 TX F 12 $31,688,000 

Bloomington-Normal Water Reclamation 
District

IL F 11 $12,502,000 

Waterfront Commission of New York Harbor NY F 11 $19,442,000 

Columbus Metropolitan Housing Authority OH F 10 $710,878,000 

Greenville Health System SC F 10 $2,323,344,000 

Monongalia County Urban Mass Transit 
Authority

WV F 10 $22,785,000 

Municipal Gas Authority of Georgia GA F 10 $412,392,000 

Nor-Lea Hospital District NM F 10 $68,093,000 

North Broward Hospital District FL F 10 $1,592,992,000 

North Platte Natural Resources District NE F 10 $4,281,000 

St. Tammany Hospital District 1 LA F 10 $298,971,000 

WPPI Energy WI F 10 $477,367,000 

Providence Housing Authority RI F 9 $65,435,000 

Beaver County Industrial Development 
Authority

PA F 8 $38,076,000 
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Few Differences in Government Transparency 
Between Red and Blue States 

The political leaning of a state provides little indication of the level of transpar-
ency of its special districts. Neither special districts in Republican-leaning 
states nor Democratic-leaning states tend to be significantly more transpar-

ent than the other.
Special districts in states with a Republican governor averaged a transparency 

score of 26.1 in our study – just above the average score of special districts in states 
with Democratic governors (24.3).47 The average transparency score of states with 
single-party, Democratic legislatures (26.7) was higher than those with single-
party, Republican legislatures (24.8), but of the five states with leading special 
districts, three had a Republican legislature and four a Republican governor.48

Special District State Grade Score 2013 Expenditures46

Jackson Energy Authority TN F 6 $261,333,000 

Westlands Water District CA F 6 $120,357,000 

Oklahoma City Housing Authority OK F 2 $63,374,000 

Southwest Virginia Regional Jail Authority VA F 2 $52,771,000 

AVCP Regional Housing Authority AK F 0 $75,252,000 

Campbell County Hospital District WY F 0 $186,102,000 

Forestvale Cemetery District MT F 0 $407,000 

Hospital Administration District 4 ME F 0 $68,273,000 

Huntsville Health Care Authority AL F 0 $1,133,525,000 

Inland Empire Health Plan CA F 0 $1,306,498,000 

Manchester Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority

NH F 0 $31,788,000 

Municipal Gas Authority of Mississippi MS F 0 $64,113,000 

Northeast Maryland Waste Disposal Authority MD F 0 $74,272,000 

Self-Insured Schools of California Health & 
Welfare Benefits Program

CA F 0 $1,268,482,000 

Vermont Public Power Supply Authority VT F 0 $40,377,000 

Table 5 (cont’d). Failing District Scores
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Many Roads to Special District 
Financial Transparency 

Many special districts fail to provide 
access to essential financial infor-
mation via the internet. But, as 

shown above, several special districts have 
achieved leadership in financial transpar-
ency – in many cases, due to incentives 
provided or requirements imposed at the 
state level. Special districts themselves, lo-
cal and state governments, organizations 
of citizens and public officials can all play 
a role in increasing the level of online fi-
nancial transparency by special districts. 

State and Local Government 
Efforts to Improve Special 
District Transparency 
Some state governments incorporate qua-
si-public agencies, many of which also fit 
the description of special districts, with-
in their financial transparency portals. 
As highlighted in our 2016 Following the 
Money report, states such as Massachusetts 
and Louisiana feature a selection of their 
most prominent quasi-public entities on 
a dedicated page of their online transpar-
ency portals.49 

Other state and local governments have 

endeavored to improve special district 
transparency through other means, such 
as legislation or incentive programs. 

In 2015, Illinois, which has the most 
special districts of any U.S. state, passed 
a law that required the creation of the 
Greater Chicago Mass Transit Transpar-
ency and Accountability Portal.50 Though 
the legislation was limited only to the Chi-
cago metro area’s four transit districts, the 
resulting transparency portal publishes 
financial information, including contracts 
and employee salaries, and is updated on a 
monthly basis.51

In 2013, Kentucky passed a bill target-
ing special district transparency. The De-
partment for Local Government was es-
tablished as the central reporting agency 
for all special districts in the state, and 
created an online portal of district budget 
documents and audited financial state-
ments.52 Citizens can search the portal 
by special district name, county served, 
taxing or non-taxing status, and function 
type to access spending information for 
years in which a district was required to 
report the information.53

In Texas, which has the third-most spe-
cial districts of any U.S. state, the Comp-
troller of Public Accounts has taken the in-
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centive approach. The Comptroller offers 
the Transparency Stars program for local 
government entities. Stars are available in 
five financial transparency areas, includ-
ing Contracts and Procurement, and Debt 
Obligations. The program also requires 
governments to have a dedicated section 
of their website for financial information, 
and to have at least two downloadable da-
tasets.54 So far, four special districts in the 
state of Texas have received at least one 
Transparency Star.55 

Efforts by Other National 
Organizations 
In some cases, non-governmental organi-
zations and special district coalitions have 
joined efforts to improve transparency.

The Government Finance Officers 
Association (GFOA), an association of 
public finance officials in the U.S. and 
Canada, established the Certificate of 
Achievement for Excellence in Financial 
Reporting Program in 1945 to encour-

Figure 4. Kentucky’s Department for Local Government Offers a Public Special 
District Spending Portal
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age state and local governments to exceed 
minimum transparency standards and 
provide comprehensive annual financial 
reports.56 In 2015, 263 special districts 
received the Certificate of Achievement, 
including five special districts included in 
this report.57 (Not all five of these districts 
received leading scores in our evaluation, 
as the certificate only requires a compre-
hensive annual financial report, not the 
full achievement of standards for financial 

transparency.)  In 1991, the GFOA also 
established the Popular Annual Financial 
Reporting Award Program to encourage 
the publication of condensed financial 
documents easily understood by citizens 
without a background in government fi-
nance.58 Both the Chicago Park District 
and the Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer 
District publish these accessible annual 
financial reports alongside their compre-
hensive financial statements.

State and Local Governments Should 
Encourage Special District Transparency

Special districts are often created by either individual state or local govern-
ments or, in the case of regional entities, several local or state governments 
working together. The governing bodies of special districts bear primary re-

sponsibility for providing the public with access to information on how they spend 
their money, but the general purpose governments that create special districts 
also bear some responsibility – and often have the resources to make it easier for 
special districts to share this information with the public. 

The cost of building and maintaining an online checkbook can be significant, 
especially for smaller special districts that may operate on a shoestring budget. 
The Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District, for example, has a preliminary esti-
mate of $20,000 to incorporate such a feature on their website, excluding labor 
costs to compile the information.60 One district official with Central Arkansas 
Water expressed similar concerns that developing the expertise it would take to 
create and maintain such a tool would far exceed the district’s capacity.

Several states have taken leadership by expanding their transparency portals to 
include information from special districts and by creating search features that al-
low citizens to view special district spending separately from the state’s expendi-
tures. The Utah state transparency site, for example, allows users to sort for lo-
cal and special purpose districts and view independent checkbook data by agency 
distinct from the state’s checkbook spending. The Ohio state checkbook includes 
special district spending data on an opt-in basis and currently includes spending 
data from 67 special districts.61 

Other states, such as Florida, have taken more limited approaches. For exam-
ple, on Florida’s state transparency website, quasi-public agencies have their own 
transparency portal, including what the state claims is a comprehensive list of all 
entities. All five Florida special districts included in this report provide some fi-
nancial data on the portal, though not on in a checkbook spending level of detail.62
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Figure 5. Florida’s State Transparency Portal Includes a Dedicated Portal for Special 
District Financials

The Special District Leadership Foun-
dation, a California non-profit created to 
help encourage best practices among the 
state’s special districts, offers a District 
Transparency Certificate of Excellence. 
The program requires special district offi-

cials to learn California’s laws surrounding 
special district governance practices, main-
tain their websites with most recent budget 
and audit documents, and complete at least 
two outreach activities, such as holding a 
community transparency review.59 
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Moving Forward: Improving 
Online Financial Transparency

Recommendations for State 
and Local Governments

Special districts are government en-
tities and should adhere to transpar-
ency standards expected of govern-

ments, including at a minimum posting 
budget and spending information on-
line. To improve transparency of a lo-
cality’s special districts, public officials 
should help the public identify special 
districts, develop clear requirements for 
financial practices, and establish tools 
to improve accountability for districts’ 
spending and financial transparency. 
Specifically, state and local govern-
ments should: 

•	 Create a central registry of special 
districts:  Many government officials 
who evaluate special district perfor-
mance and transparency have strug-
gled to find out how many special dis-
tricts exist within their state. A central 
registry would help keep track of the 
number of districts and serve as a re-
cord of current contact information for 
district officials. 

•	 Establish uniform reporting and 
transparency requirements: Many 
local and state governments that do 
have laws regarding special district 
financial reporting include audit ex-
emptions based on annual revenue 
amounts. In 2012, the Kentucky Audi-
tor of Public Accounts recommended 
lowering the annual revenue threshold 
for mandatory audits of special districts 
while also establishing mandatory, in-
ter-year audits for smaller districts.63 

•	 Identify a government agency to track 
district financial reporting: Establish-
ing one entity in charge of collecting 
and maintaining special district financial 
documents would make the information 
more accessible and more easily tracked. 
A 2014 review of special districts in Idaho 
suggested that every special district, re-
gardless of revenue sources or expendi-
ture amounts, be required to submit an 
approved budget to the state Legislative 
Services Office.64 In addition, establish-
ing penalties for non-compliant districts 
would create more accountability for spe-
cial district reporting requirements.  
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Recommendations for 
Special Districts
Special districts have a responsibility to 
provide the public with access to informa-
tion – including detailed, checkbook-level 
spending data – that enables the public to 
ensure that the districts are fulfilling the 
public interest purposes for which they 
were created in the most effective manner 
possible. In order to become more trans-
parent, special districts should work to 
reach the level of online financial report-
ing the public now expects of government 
entities. 

Checkbook-Level Spending

•	 Hosting an online transparency portal 
– as do all state governments and many 
local governments – provides finan-
cial information to citizens in a format 
that is intuitive, flexible and accessible. 
Evidence from state governments sug-
gests that these portals can yield ben-
efits in reduced procurement costs and 
other efficiencies. 65  However, the cost 
of these tools can be significant. For 
smaller special districts that may not be 
able to afford to provide a transparency 
portal, publishing a PDF or XLS file of 
annual payments made to contractors, 
employee reimbursements and other 
district purchases can improve finan-
cial transparency, as could partnering 
with the state or county government to 
incorporate special district checkbook 
spending into the larger government’s 
checkbook. 

•	 For special districts that publish a 
checkbook, improvements can still be 
made. No district evaluated for this 
report presently includes a thorough 
completeness statement for its check-
book spending and some districts do 
not provide information on the cat-

egories of spending into which specific 
expenditures fall. Districts that host a 
checkbook tool on their website, such 
as the Louisville-Jefferson County 
Metropolitan Sewer District, should 
look to incorporate an effective search 
feature that allows citizens to look for 
specific information in the entire data-
base without having to download data. 

Budget

•	 Districts should make available the 
most recently approved budget docu-
ments on their websites. Publishing 
itemized revenues and expenditures 
allows citizens to easily find how a 
district is funded, and providing infor-
mation on both operating and capital 
expenditures helps to elucidate what 
the district plans to accomplish in a fis-
cal year. These documents should be 
made searchable for quick analysis, and 
downloadable as spreadsheet files for 
offline analysis.

•	 Publishing past years’ budgets allows 
for comparison of expenditure levels 
between fiscal years, ultimately giv-
ing citizens the ability to find unusual 
changes in spending categories. Agen-
cies such as the Des Moines Metro-
politan Transit Authority and the Bay 
Area Regional Transit District, both of 
which publish the current year’s bud-
get, could increase transparency by 
publishing historical budgets as well. 

•	 Providing a salary schedule on the 
financial page of a district’s website 
allows citizens and watchdog groups 
to identify inappropriate salary rang-
es, and help ensure that, as with all 
government bodies, special district 
salaries are aligned with generally ac-
cepted norms. This information could 
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take the form of salary ranges by job 
title, but should otherwise be com-
plete. The Sacramento Area Flood 
Control Agency, for example, cur-
rently excludes “any increases in the 
Board-approved salary ranges for each 
position” from its budget, allowing for 
too much doubt about the integrity of 
the data provided.66 

Financial Reporting

•	 Special districts should aspire to pro-
vide audited financial statements in 
accordance with the Government Ac-
counting Standards Board’s specifica-
tions, even if state or local law does 
not require them to do so. This would 
help minimize the chance for financial 
misreporting and raise accountability, 
helping prevent cases like California’s 
Westlands Water District, which in 
2016 was charged by the Securities and 
Exchange Commission for misrep-
resenting the district’s “true financial 
condition” to investors.67 

•	 Special districts that have annual finan-
cial reports hosted on an external site, 

such as a State Auditor’s office, should 
offer direct links to the documents. 
Districts such as Washington state’s 
King County Rural Library District 
or West Virginia’s Monongalia County 
Transit Authority could improve trans-
parency with this simple measure.

•	 In particular, special districts such as 
hospitals that sell municipal bonds 
and report financials to the Electron-
ic Municipal Market Access database 
(EMMA) should offer direct links to 
documents hosted on the database, if 
not publish those documents directly 
on their own organization’s websites. 
While North Carolina’s Charlotte 
Mecklenburg Hospital Authority dis-
closes that district financials are avail-
able on EMMA, direct links would im-
prove citizen access. 

•	 Smaller special districts that do not 
have websites, such as Montana’s For-
estvale Cemetery District, should make 
efforts to partner with state and county 
officials to publish financial audits on 
government transparency portals in 
order to ensure citizen access to finan-
cial information.
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Appendix A: Methodology

To select special districts for inclu-
sion in this report, we used the 2013 
Census of Governments database, the 

most recent census of government spend-
ing available. We filtered for government 
entities that had an associated special dis-
trict function code, and then aggregated a 
total annual expenditure for every special 
district using the Census’ record of expen-
diture codes.

In order to get a snapshot of special 
district financial transparency both na-
tionwide and among the most commonly 
occurring function types, we selected dis-
tricts by the following criteria: 

•	 Districts that are among the 20 special 
districts with the highest expenditures 
reported in the Census data.

•	 The district with the highest total ex-
penditure amount for each function 
type not represented among the 20 
largest districts. (See Table 1 for list of 
included function types.)

•	 The district with the highest total ex-
penditure amount for every U.S. state 
not already represented in the previous 
criteria.

We pursued this approach as opposed 
to a randomized selection in order to both 
focus on districts with significant expendi-
tures and to ensure all states and function 
types were represented in the report.

Grades for the scorecard were determined 
by assigning points for information includ-
ed on (or in some cases, linked to) a special 
district’s transparency website or another 
government website that provided informa-
tion on district spending. (See the “Criteria 
Descriptions and Point Allocation for the 
Scorecard” table on page 29 for a detailed 
description of the grading system.)

What We Graded
We graded one website for each special dis-
trict. The grades in this report reflect the 
status of the special district websites as of 
January 2017, with the exception of cases 
in which district officials alerted us to over-
sights in our evaluation or informed us of 
changes that had been made to the websites 
prior to the end of February 2017. In these 
cases, we confirmed the presence of the 
information pointed out by the district of-
ficials and gave appropriate credit for that 
information on our scorecard.
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How We Inventoried and 
Assessed Websites
The researchers reviewed websites and 
corresponded with special district officials 
as follows:

•	 During early January 2017, our re-
searchers evaluated every accessible 
district website based on the criteria 
laid forth in the “Criteria Descriptions 
and Point Allocation for the Score-
card” table of the methodology.

•	 In late January, district officials re-
ceived our evaluation via email and 
were asked to review it for accuracy by 
February 9, 2017. That deadline was 
extended for a few special districts that 
requested additional time.

•	 In February 2017, and in some select 
cases in March 2017, our researchers 
reviewed the district officials’ com-
ments, followed up on potential dis-
crepancies, and made adjustments to 
the scorecard as warranted. As neces-
sary, our researchers continued to cor-
respond with district officials clarifying 
the criteria and discussing websites’ 
features.

Our interactions with the special dis-
tricts indicated that several districts report 
detailed financial data through platforms 
operated by state or local governments or 
other entities. Subsequently, the evalu-
ation criteria were altered to allow for 
partial credit for some financial reporting 
that occurs in this manner. Individual spe-
cial districts were not given the opportu-
nity to review our evaluation of their per-
formance on these criteria.

Calculating the Grades
Special districts could receive a total of 
100 points based on our scoring rubric. 
Based on the points each district received, 
grades were assigned as listed in Table 6. 

Table 6: Grading Scale

Score Grade Rank

90 to 100 points A

Leading 
District

80 to 89 points A-

70 to 79 points B

60 to 69 points B-

50 to 59 points C

Lagging 
District

40 to 49 points C-

30 to 39 points D

20 to 29 points D-

< 20 points F
Failing 
District

Districts were given full credit for mak-
ing particular categories of information 
available on their websites, regardless of 
whether we could ascertain if the data 
evaluated were complete. For example, 
if a district’s checkbook contains only a 
portion of the payments made to vendors 
through contracts, full credit was awarded.

Glossary 
Two categories within the grading criteria 
require definitions.

Budget: a record of a special district’s 
projected revenues and expenditures for a 
given fiscal year. To receive full points for 
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having a budget, the district’s budget doc-
ument must include at least two itemized 
revenue sources and at least three item-
ized expenditure categories, with both op-
erating and capital expenses represented. 

Comprehensive annual financial re-
port (CAFR): an audited record of a 
government entity’s past fiscal year’s ex-
penditures and revenues. The standards 
laid out by the Governmental Account-
ing Standards Board require that a CAFR 

have three sections: an Introduction con-
taining an “analytical overview of the gov-
ernment’s financial activities,” called the 
Management’s Discussion and Analysis; a 
Financial section containing a Statement 
of Net Assets and Statement of Activi-
ties with itemized expenditure and reve-
nue information; and a Statistical section 
containing supplementary information to 
the Financial section, including debt and 
long-term liabilities.68 

Criteria Descriptions and Point Allocation for the Scorecard

Checkbook

Criteria Description Partial Credit Points

Checkbook A list or description of individual 
expenditures made to individual 
recipients, hosted on a special district’s 
website, or included in a state 
checkbook. 

12 points are awarded for spending 
information that meets the checkbook 
criteria, but is provided though 
procurement portals or external websites, 
provided that the data specify the 
contractor receiving the bid, the amount 
paid and the type of service provided. 
Records must go back at least a year, and 
information must be accessible to the 
public without creation of an account.

28

Searchable by 
recipient

Ability to search checkbook-level 
expenditures by recipient (e.g., contractor 
or vendor name), either on a district’s 
website, or the state checkbook if district 
expenditures hosted there.

No partial credit. 10

Searchable by 
keyword

Ability to search checkbook-level 
expenditures by type of service or 
item purchased, either on a district’s 
website, or state checkbook if district 
expenditures hosted there.

No partial credit. 10

Excluded 
information

Statement about the specific types of 
transactions excluded from the checkbook. 
(Since disclosing all financial transactions 
is often not appropriate or lawful, 
users should be able to know which 
expenditures are missing from the data.)

2 points are awarded for a statement 
about more general types of transactions 
excluded from the checkbook (e.g. 
“confidential data” or “salaries”).

4

Bulk 
downloadable

The complete dataset – by year, quarter, 
or month – can be downloaded for data 
analysis (via xlsx, csv, xml, etc.).

3 points are awarded if a portion of the 
dataset is downloadable. 

6
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Budget

Criteria Description Partial Credit Points

FY 2017 
Budget

File document (e.g., PDF) of the district’s 
approved FY17’s budget. Document 
must be provided on district’s website.

No partial credit. 12

Historical 
budgets

File documents (e.g., PDF) of the 
district’s approved budgets from two 
previous years, excluding most recent 
year. Document must be provided on 
district’s website. 

2 points (up to 4) for every budget file 
document available for previous years.

4

Salary 
information

Salary information is provided for each 
job title within the agency. Information 
may be on district website, or linked to 
on external state government page.

3 points are awarded if salary 
information is provided as a bulk figure 
for either the entire district or bulk 
figures by department. 

6

Bulk 
downloadable

FY17’s budget information can be 
downloaded for data analysis (e.g., xlsx, 
csv, xml etc.).

No partial credit. 4

Financial Reporting

Criteria Description Partial Credit Points

Comprehensive 
annual 
financial 
report 

A comprehensive annual financial 
report or similar financial summary file 
document (e.g., PDF) for FY 15 or, if 
available at the time of the survey, FY16, 
is provided on the district’s website.

10 points if the financial statement is 
appropriately thorough but does not 
meet the Government Accounting 
Standard Board’s specifications for a 
CAFR.

6 points if a condensed financial report 
for FY 15 is provided, such as financial 
highlights, condensed financials, or 
unaudited financial statements.

6 points if a financial report is published 
on an external website (EMMA, County 
Auditor’s office, etc.) that would be a 
plausible location for the public to search 
for such information. 

12

Historical 
financial 
reports

File document (e.g. PDF) of district’s 
annual financial reports from previous 
years. 

2 points (up to 4) for every financial 
report file document available for 
previous years.

4



32 Following the Money 2017

District-by-District 
Scoring Explanations 
Below is a district-by-district list of ex-
planations for point allocations beyond 
the information provided in the expanded 
scorecard in Appendix B.

•	 Bay Area Rapid Transit: While the 
agency does not provide a register of 
checkbook-level spending, it does pro-
vide a downloadable spreadsheet of an-
nual employee reimbursements over 
$100. The district also provides a pro-
curement portal, but users must regis-
ter to view the information and records 
only go back four months, making 
it ineligible to receive any points for 
checkbook-level spending information.

•	 Bloomington-Normal Water Rec-
lamation District: As of February 
2017, this agency did not have its own 
website, but did have past years’ com-
prehensive annual financial reports 
available on the Illinois Comptroller’s 
website. Partial points were awarded 
for financial reporting information. 

•	 Central Arkansas Water: Partial 
points were awarded in the checkbook-
level spending category for the inclu-
sion of procurements information on 
the district’s website. 

•	 Charlotte Mecklenburg Hospital 
Authority: Partial credit were awarded 
in the financial reporting category for 
the financial information provided in 
each year’s Annual Report; however, 
this spending information is only pro-
vided as an annual total expenditures 
figure. Points for historical financial 
reports were awarded for the docu-
ments posted on EMMA. 

•	 Delaware River and Bay Author-
ity: While the agency provides a FY17 
budget with itemized expenditure cat-
egories, no revenue information is pro-
vided, earning the district no points for 
a budget document. 

•	 Delaware River Port Authority: 
While the agency does have a FY17 
Capital Budget available on the web-
site, the document does not include 
revenue information, receiving no 
points in the budget category. The 
district also provides limited procure-
ment information on its site, with only 
one awarded bid listed, resulting in no 
points in the checkbook category.

•	 Des Moines Area Regional Transit 
District: Comprehensive annual finan-
cial reports are available on the Iowa 
State Auditor’s website, giving the dis-
trict partial points for financial report-
ing. Historical budget documents are 
available on the auditor’s site as well, 
but received no points as they are not 
available on the district’s website itself. 

•	 Denver Regional Transportation 
District: While the agency provides 
both a monthly payment register and 
a monthly purchase order summary, no 
points were awarded in the checkbook-
level spending category. The agency 
only makes available two months of 
data at a time, as opposed to a full fis-
cal year. 

•	 Forestvale Cemetery District: As of 
February 2017, this district did not have 
an independent website. While the dis-
trict did not receive points in the finan-
cial reporting category, the district’s net 
expenditures and revenues are included 
in Lewis and Clark County’s compre-
hensive annual financial report. 
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•	 Greenville Health System: Partial 
points were awarded in the financial 
reporting category for the Community 
Benefit Report, which includes finan-
cial highlights. 

•	 Hartford County Metropolitan 
District: The district provides a pro-
curements portal with past awarded 
contracts information, including con-
tractor, payment amount and a brief 
description of service provided, earn-
ing the district partial points for check-
book-level spending. 

•	 Inland Empire Health Plan: No 
points were awarded in the budget 
category. A recent budget is accessible 
online on the California state Comp-
troller’s site, but the document itself 
appears nowhere on the agency’s web-
site. While the district provides a link 
to a procurements portal, users must 
register in order to view the informa-
tion, receiving no points.

•	 Jackson Energy Authority: While no 
points were awarded in the financial 
reporting category, the district’s net 
expenditure and revenue information 
is included in Jackson city’s compre-
hensive annual financial report.

•	 Jefferson County Drainage Dis-
trict 6: Partial points were awarded 
for checkbook-level spending, as the 
district provides a list of procurements 
with contractor, amount paid and de-
scription of services. 

•	 Johnson County Water District 1: 
While the district offers a procure-
ments page on its website, the abil-
ity to view awarded bids is limited 
and amount paid is not provided. No 
points were awarded for checkbook-
level spending.

•	 King County Rural Library District: 
While the district discloses vendor pay-
ments over $20,000 in the monthly 
board meeting packets, they are not ac-
cessible in a uniform database, earning 
no points in the checkbook-spending 
category. Partial points were awarded in 
the budget category. While the agency 
provides a Budget Book online, revenue 
is presented as a bulk figure. Monthly 
board meeting packets include monthly 
expenditures, but do not address the 
annual budget. Points for historical fi-
nancial statements were awarded due to 
the publication of the district’s compre-
hensive annual financial reports on the 
Washington State Auditor’s website. 

•	 Louisville-Jefferson County Metro-
politan Sewer District: Partial credit 
was awarded for ability to download 
checkbook-level spending. While each 
individual page of the checkbook is 
downloadable, it is not downloadable 
as one document.

•	 Lee Memorial Health System: Full 
points were awarded for historical fi-
nancial reporting, as the district’s com-
prehensive annual financial reports are 
available on EMMA.

•	 Los Angeles City Housing Author-
ity: While the district provides infor-
mation on currently open procurement 
bids on its website, no historical data is 
provided. The district received no points 
for checkbook-level spending. While 
the district provides a list of itemized 
revenue sources in its Annual Plan, no 
itemized list of expenditures is provided 
in the document, earning the district no 
points for the budget category.

•	 Los Angeles County Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority: Partial 
points were awarded for checkbook-
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level spending as the district provides 
procurement information back to 2015.

•	 Lower Colorado River Authority: 
While the district has in the past pro-
vided checkbook-level spending, the 
district has since stopped publishing 
this information. The district lists cur-
rently open procurement bids on its 
website with no awarded contract bids. 
For these reasons, the district received 
no points for checkbook-level spending.

•	 Metropolitan Water District of 
Southern California: This district re-
ceived partial points in the checkbook-
level spending category for past pro-
curement information provided on the 
district’s website. 

•	 Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan 
Airports Commission: While the dis-
trict does provide a link to an external 
procurements portal, the historical bid 
information does not cover a full year, 
receiving no points for checkbook-lev-
el spending.

•	 Monongalia County Urban Mass 
Transit Authority: The agency’s com-
prehensive annual financial reports are 
available on the West Virginia state 
Comptroller’s page, receiving partial 
points in the financial reporting cat-
egory. 

•	 Nebraska Public Power District: 
While the district provides a list of 
procurements on its website including 
past contracts and the winner of each 
bid, no individual payment amount is 
listed, earning the district no points for 
checkbook-level spending. 

•	 New York and New Jersey Port Au-
thority: The district received partial 
points for checkbook-level spending 

due to its procurement portal, provid-
ed on the website.

•	 Nor-Lea Hospital District: Points 
were awarded for historical financial 
reporting, as past years’ comprehen-
sive annual financial reports are avail-
able on the New Mexico State Audi-
tor’s website.

•	 North Broward Hospital District: 
Partial points were awarded in the finan-
cial reporting category for the inclusion 
of consolidated financial statements. 

•	 North Platte Natural Resources Dis-
trict: Comprehensive annual financial 
reports are available on the Nebraska 
State Auditor’s website, receiving partial 
points for financial reporting.

•	 Northeast Maryland Waste Dispos-
al Authority: While multiple counties 
reported their annual payments made 
to the district in county comprehensive 
annual financial reports, no informa-
tion on district expenditures were pro-
vided, earning the district no points for 
financial reporting.

•	 Omaha Public Power District: No 
points were awarded in the budget cat-
egory for the Capital Operating Plan 
due to the limited itemization of ex-
penditure categories. 

•	 Orange County Housing Finance 
Authority: While the district has a 
FY15/16 budget document available 
on its website, no FY17 budget is avail-
able, earning the district no points for 
the current budget criteria. 

•	 Philadelphia Parking Authority: 
While the district provides a list of pro-
curements on its website, the winning 
contractor and amount awarded are not 
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provided, earning the district no points 
for checkbook-level spending.

•	 Providence Housing Authority: Par-
tial points were awarded in the financial 
reporting category for the condensed 
financial information provided in the 
Annual Report. While the document 
referred readers to further financial 
documents for more detailed informa-
tion, we were unable to locate these on 
the website. 

•	 Sacramento Area Flood Control: 
While the district offers some pro-
curement information on its website, 
the most recently awarded bid is from 
2013, earning the district no points in 
the checkbook-level spending category. 

•	 Sacramento Municipal Utility Dis-
trict: While the district provides a 
searchable database of past procure-
ments, the winning contractor and 
amount paid are not clearly available, 
and more information is only accessi-
ble after creating an account. The dis-
trict received no points for checkbook-
level spending. 

•	 Salt River Project Agricultural Im-
provement and Power District: The 
district received points for the publica-
tion of past comprehensive annual fi-
nancial reports on EMMA.

•	 San Diego Regional Airport Author-
ity: While the district does provide a 
link to an external procurements por-
tal, amount paid to the winning con-
tractor is not available on at least some 
bids. The district received no points 
for checkbook-level spending. 

•	 Southeastern Pennsylvania Trans-
portation Authority: While the dis-
trict’s website provides an electronic 

procurement portal, viewing details of 
bids is not available without registering 
for an account. The district received no 
points for checkbook-level spending. 

•	 Southern Nevada Water Authority: 
Though the spending criteria call for 
the FY 15 CAFR in order to receive full 
points, full points were awarded instead 
for the publication of the FY 16 CAFR, 
since the agency elects to only publish 
one year of financial information.

•	 Southwest Florida Water Manage-
ment District: While the district does 
provide a link to an external portal of 
procurements including those already 
awarded, the amount paid is not pro-
vided. The district earned no points in 
the checkbook-level spending category. 

•	 St. Tammany Hospital District 1: 
Partial points were awarded in the 
spending category for the publication 
of the district’s comprehensive annual 
financial reports on the Louisiana State 
Auditor’s website.

•	 Utah Transit Authority: While the 
district does not provide a record of 
checkbook-level spending on its own 
site, the district’s itemized revenues and 
expenditures are reported in the Utah 
state checkbook, earning the district 
full points for checkbook-level spend-
ing. However, the information is only 
downloadable in small pieces and not 
as one dataset, earning partial points in 
the bulk downloadable category. 

•	 Wayne County Airport Author-
ity: While the district provides a link 
to an external procurement portal, no 
awarded listings include the winning 
contractor and amount paid. The dis-
trict received no points for checkbook-
level spending. 
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Appendix B: Transparency Scorecard

Note: For special districts that span more than one state, the state listed is the one in 
which it primarily operates according to the Census database. Function type descrip-
tions are also provided by the Census. 

State District Function Type Grade Point Total
Checkbook-Level Expenditures

Checkbook
Search by 
Recipient

Search by 
Keyword

Bulk 
Downloadable

Excluded 
Information

Total Possible 100 28 10 10 4 6

AK
AVCP Regional 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

AL
Huntsville Health 
Care Authority

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0

AR
Central Arkansas 
Water

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 26 12 0 0 0 0

AZ

Salt River Project 
Agricultural 
Improvement & 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 14 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Bay Area Rapid 
Transit

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D- 29 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Inland Empire 
Health Plan

Health F 0 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Los Angeles City 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 17 0 0 0 0 0

CA

Los Angeles County 
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

C- 47 12 0 0 0 0

CA
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
Commission

Regular Highway F 19 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Metropolitan 
Water District of 
Southern California

Water Supply 
Utility

C 50 12 0 0 0 0

CA
Orange County Fire 
Authority

Local Fire 
Protection

C 50 12 0 0 0 0

CA
Sacramento Area 
Flood Control Agency

Flood Control F 18 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Sacramento 
Municipal Utility 
District

Electric Power 
Utility

D 34 0 0 0 0 0

CA
San Diego County 
Regional Airport 
Authority

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

CA

Self-Insured Schools 
of California Health 
& Welfare Benefits 
Program

Education F 0 0 0 0 0 0
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State District Function Type Grade Point Total
Checkbook-Level Expenditures

Checkbook
Search by 
Recipient

Search by 
Keyword

Bulk 
Downloadable

Excluded 
Information

Total Possible 100 28 10 10 4 6

CA
Westlands Water 
District

Irrigation F 6 0 0 0 0 0

CO
Denver Regional 
Transportation 
District

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 31 0 0 0 0 0

CT
Hartford County 
Metropolitan 
District

Other Multi-
function District

C- 47 12 0 0 0 0

D.C.
Washington 
Metropolitan Area 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

DE
Delaware River and 
Bay Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D- 23 0 0 0 0 0

FL
Children’s Services 
Council of Palm 
Beach County

Public Welfare D 35 0 0 0 0 0

FL
Lee Memorial 
Health System

Hospital D 33 0 0 0 0 0

FL
North Broward 
Hospital District

Hospital F 10 0 0 0 0 0

FL
Orange County 
Housing Finance 
Authority

Mortgage Credit F 15 0 0 0 0 0

FL
South Broward 
Hospital District

Hospital D 33 0 0 0 0 0

FL

Southwest 
Florida Water 
Management 
District

Other Natural 
Resources

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

GA
Municipal Gas 
Authority of 
Georgia

Gas Supply Utility F 10 0 0 0 0 0

HI
Office of Hawaiian 
Affairs

Other Multi-
function District

F 14 0 0 0 0 0

IA
Des Moines 
Metropolitan 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D- 25 0 0 0 0 0

ID
Kootenai Hospital 
District

Hospital F 13 0 0 0 0 0

IL

Bloomington-
Normal Water 
Reclamation 
District

Reclamation F 11 0 0 0 0 0

IL
Chicago Park 
District

Parks and 
Recreation

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

IL
Chicago Transit 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A 90 28 10 10 0 6

IN
Indiana Municipal 
Power Agency

Electric Power 
Utility

F 14 0 0 0 0 0

KS
Johnson County 
Water District 1

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 25 0 0 0 0 0

KY
Louisville-Jefferson 
County Metropolitan 
Sewer District

Sewerage A- 89 28 10 10 0 0

LA
St. Tammany 
Hospital District 1

Hospital F 10 0 0 0 0 0
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State District Function Type Grade Point Total
Checkbook-Level Expenditures

Checkbook
Search by 
Recipient

Search by 
Keyword

Bulk 
Downloadable

Excluded 
Information

Total Possible 100 28 10 10 4 6

MA
Boston Housing 
Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

D 32 0 0 0 0 0

MD
Northeast 
Maryland Waste 
Disposal Authority

Solid Waste 
Management

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

ME
Hospital 
Administration 
District 4

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0

MI
Wayne County 
Airport Authority

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

MN

Minneapolis-St. 
Paul Metropolitan 
Airports 
Commission

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

MO
Metropolitan St. 
Louis Sewer District

Sewerage D 35 0 0 0 0 0

MS
Municipal Gas 
Authority of 
Mississippi

Gas Supply Utility F 0 0 0 0 0 0

MT
Forestvale 
Cemetery District

Cemetery F 0 0 0 0 0 0

NC
Charlotte 
Mecklenburg 
Hospital Authority

Hospital F 13 0 0 0 0 0

ND Fargo Park District
Parks and 
Recreation

D- 29 0 0 0 0 0

NE
Nebraska Public 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 14 0 0 0 0 0

NE
North Platte 
Natural Resources 
District

Soil and Water 
Conservation

F 10 0 0 0 0 0

NE
Omaha Public 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

D- 26 12 0 0 0 0

NH

Manchester 
Housing And 
Redevelopment 
Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

NJ
Delaware River 
Port Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D- 23 0 0 0 0 0

NM
Nor-Lea Hospital 
District

Hospital F 10 0 0 0 0 0

NV
Southern Nevada 
Water Authority

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 27 0 0 0 0 0

NY
New York and 
New Jersey Port 
Authority

Other Multi-
function District

C 54 12 0 0 0 0

NY
Waterfront 
Commission

Police Protection F 11 0 0 0 0 0

OH
Columbus 
Metropolitan 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 10 0 0 0 0 0

OK
Oklahoma City 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 2 0 0 0 0 0
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State District Function Type Grade Point Total
Checkbook-Level Expenditures

Checkbook
Search by 
Recipient

Search by 
Keyword

Bulk 
Downloadable

Excluded 
Information

Total Possible 100 28 10 10 4 6

OR

Tri-County 
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
District of Oregon

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

B 77 28 10 0 0 6

PA

Beaver County 
Industrial 
Development 
Authority

Industrial 
Development

F 8 0 0 0 0 0

PA
Philadelphia 
Parking Authority

Parking Facility F 15 0 0 0 0 0

PA

Southeastern 
Pennsylvania 
Transportation 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 33 0 0 0 0 0

RI
Providence 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 9 0 0 0 0 0

SC
Greenville Health 
System

Hospital F 10 0 0 0 0 0

SD
Heartland 
Consumers Power 
District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 17 0 0 0 0 0

TN
Jackson Energy 
Authority

Other Multi-
function District

F 6 0 0 0 0 0

TX
Jefferson County 
Drainage District 6

Drainage F 12 12 0 0 0 0

TX
Lower Colorado 
River Authority

Electric Power 
Utility

D 33 0 0 0 0 0

TX
Metropolitan 
Transit Authority of 
Harris County

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A 93 28 10 10 0 6

TX
North Texas 
Tollway Authority

Toll Highway A- 81 28 10 10 0 6

TX
Port of Houston 
Authority

Sea and Inland 
Port Facility

A 95 28 10 10 0 6

UT
Utah Transit 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A- 86 28 10 10 0 0

VA
Metropolitan 
Washington 
Airports Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D 35 0 0 0 0 0

VA
Southwest Virginia 
Regional Jail 
Authority

Correctional 
Instutition

F 2 0 0 0 0 0

VT
Vermont Public 
Power Supply 
Authority

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

WA
King County Rural 
Library District

Library F 17 0 0 0 0 0

WI WPPI Energy
Electric Power 
Utility

F 10 0 0 0 0 0

WV
Monongalia 
County Urban Mass 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

F 10 0 0 0 0 0

WY
Campbell County 
Hospital District

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0
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State District Function Type Grade
Budget Financial Reporting

FY17 
Budget Doc

Historical 
Budgets

Salaries Downloadable FY15 CAFR
Historical 

CAFRs
Total Possible 12 4 6 4 12 4

AK
AVCP Regional 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

AL
Huntsville Health 
Care Authority

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0

AR
Central Arkansas 
Water

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 0 0 0 0 10 4

AZ

Salt River Project 
Agricultural 
Improvement & 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 10 4

CA
Bay Area Rapid 
Transit

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D- 12 0 3 0 10 4

CA
Inland Empire 
Health Plan

Health F 0 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Los Angeles City 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 3 0 10 4

CA

Los Angeles County 
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

C- 12 4 3 0 12 4

CA
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
Commission

Regular Highway F 0 0 3 0 12 4

CA
Metropolitan 
Water District of 
Southern California

Water Supply 
Utility

C 12 4 6 0 12 4

CA
Orange County Fire 
Authority

Local Fire 
Protection

C 12 4 6 0 12 4

CA
Sacramento Area 
Flood Control Agency

Flood Control F 0 4 0 0 10 4

CA
Sacramento 
Municipal Utility 
District

Electric Power 
Utility

D 12 4 6 0 10 2

CA
San Diego County 
Regional Airport 
Authority

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

CA

Self-Insured Schools 
of California Health 
& Welfare Benefits 
Program

Education F 0 0 0 0 0 0

CA
Westlands Water 
District

Irrigation F 0 0 6 0 0 0

CO
Denver Regional 
Transportation 
District

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 12 2 3 0 12 2

CT
Hartford County 
Metropolitan 
District

Other Multi-
function District

C- 12 4 3 0 12 4

D.C.
Washington 
Metropolitan Area 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

DE
Delaware River and 
Bay Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D- 0 4 3 0 12 4
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State District Function Type Grade
Budget Financial Reporting

FY17 
Budget Doc

Historical 
Budgets

Salaries Downloadable FY15 CAFR
Historical 

CAFRs
Total Possible 12 4 6 4 12 4

FL
Children’s Services 
Council of Palm 
Beach County

Public Welfare D 12 4 3 0 12 4

FL
Lee Memorial 
Health System

Hospital D 12 4 3 0 10 4

FL
North Broward 
Hospital District

Hospital F 12 0 3 0 10 4

FL
Orange County 
Housing Finance 
Authority

Mortgage Credit F 0 2 3 0 10 0

FL
South Broward 
Hospital District

Hospital D 12 4 3 0 10 4

FL

Southwest 
Florida Water 
Management 
District

Other Natural 
Resources

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

GA
Municipal Gas 
Authority of 
Georgia

Gas Supply Utility F 0 0 0 0 10 0

HI
Office of Hawaiian 
Affairs

Other Multi-
function District

F 0 0 0 0 10 4

IA
Des Moines 
Metropolitan 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D- 12 0 3 0 6 4

ID
Kootenai Hospital 
District

Hospital F 0 0 3 0 6 4

IL

Bloomington-
Normal Water 
Reclamation 
District

Reclamation F 0 0 3 0 6 2

IL
Chicago Park 
District

Parks and 
Recreation

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

IL
Chicago Transit 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A 12 4 6 0 10 4

IN
Indiana Municipal 
Power Agency

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 10 4

KS
Johnson County 
Water District 1

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 12 0 3 0 10 0

KY
Louisville-Jefferson 
County Metropolitan 
Sewer District

Sewerage A- 12 4 6 0 12 4

LA
St. Tammany 
Hospital District 1

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 6 4

MA
Boston Housing 
Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

D 12 2 6 0 10 2

MD
Northeast 
Maryland Waste 
Disposal Authority

Solid Waste 
Management

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

ME
Hospital 
Administration 
District 4

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0

MI
Wayne County 
Airport Authority

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 12 4 3 0 12 4
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State District Function Type Grade
Budget Financial Reporting

FY17 
Budget Doc

Historical 
Budgets

Salaries Downloadable FY15 CAFR
Historical 

CAFRs
Total Possible 12 4 6 4 12 4

MN

Minneapolis-St. 
Paul Metropolitan 
Airports 
Commission

Air Transportation 
(Airport)

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

MO
Metropolitan St. 
Louis Sewer District

Sewerage D 12 4 3 0 12 4

MS
Municipal Gas 
Authority of 
Mississippi

Gas Supply Utility F 0 0 0 0 0 0

MT
Forestvale 
Cemetery District

Cemetery F 0 0 0 0 0 0

NC
Charlotte 
Mecklenburg 
Hospital Authority

Hospital F 0 0 3 0 6 4

ND Fargo Park District
Parks and 
Recreation

D- 12 4 3 0 10 0

NE
Nebraska Public 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 10 4

NE
North Platte 
Natural Resources 
District

Soil and Water 
Conservation

F 0 0 0 0 6 4

NE
Omaha Public 
Power District

Electric Power 
Utility

D- 0 0 0 0 10 4

NH

Manchester 
Housing And 
Redevelopment 
Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

NJ
Delaware River 
Port Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D- 0 4 3 0 12 4

NM
Nor-Lea Hospital 
District

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 6 4

NV
Southern Nevada 
Water Authority

Water Supply 
Utility

D- 12 0 3 0 12 0

NY
New York and 
New Jersey Port 
Authority

Other Multi-
function District

C 12 4 6 4 12 4

NY
Waterfront 
Commission

Police Protection F 0 0 3 0 6 2

OH
Columbus 
Metropolitan 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 6 4

OK
Oklahoma City 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 0 2

OR

Tri-County 
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
District of Oregon

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

B 12 4 3 0 10 4

PA

Beaver County 
Industrial 
Development 
Authority

Industrial 
Development

F 0 0 0 0 6 2

PA
Philadelphia 
Parking Authority

Parking Facility F 0 0 3 0 10 2
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State District Function Type Grade
Budget Financial Reporting

FY17 
Budget Doc

Historical 
Budgets

Salaries Downloadable FY15 CAFR
Historical 

CAFRs
Total Possible 12 4 6 4 12 4

PA

Southeastern 
Pennsylvania 
Transportation 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

D 12 4 3 0 10 4

RI
Providence 
Housing Authority

Housing and 
Community 
Development

F 0 0 3 0 6 0

SC
Greenville Health 
System

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 6 4

SD
Heartland 
Consumers Power 
District

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 3 0 10 4

TN
Jackson Energy 
Authority

Other Multi-
function District

F 0 0 0 0 6 0

TX
Jefferson County 
Drainage District 6

Drainage F 0 0 0 0 0 0

TX
Lower Colorado 
River Authority

Electric Power 
Utility

D 12 4 3 0 10 4

TX
Metropolitan 
Transit Authority of 
Harris County

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A 12 4 3 4 12 4

TX
North Texas 
Tollway Authority

Toll Highway A- 0 4 3 4 12 4

TX
Port of Houston 
Authority

Sea and Inland 
Port Facility

A 12 4 3 4 12 4

UT
Utah Transit 
Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

A- 12 4 3 0 12 4

VA
Metropolitan 
Washington 
Airports Authority

Other Multi-
function District

D 12 4 3 0 12 4

VA
Southwest Virginia 
Regional Jail 
Authority

Correctional 
Instutition

F 0 0 0 0 0 2

VT
Vermont Public 
Power Supply 
Authority

Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 0 0

WA
King County Rural 
Library District

Library F 0 4 3 0 6 4

WI WPPI Energy
Electric Power 
Utility

F 0 0 0 0 10 0

WV
Monongalia 
County Urban Mass 
Transit Authority

Public Mass 
Transit Utility

F 0 0 0 0 6 4

WY
Campbell County 
Hospital District

Hospital F 0 0 0 0 0 0
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Appendix C: List of Questions 
Posed to Special District Officials 

Our researchers sent a list of questions 
and an initial assessment of each 
special districts’ online financial 

transparency to district contacts, and re-
ceived responses from such officials at 23 
districts (officials in 56 did not respond). 
Our researchers used the responses to en-
sure that the information gathered from 
the websites was up-to-date and accurate, 
and to supplement the content of the re-
port. Below is a list of questions posed to 
district officials:

1. The attached spreadsheet lists each 
item for which your transparency web-
site could have received credit, fol-
lowed by either a Y (yes), N (no), or P 
(partially) indicating whether we found 
that feature on the site. If you believe 
that our scoring gives less credit than 
appropriate, please explain to us ex-
actly how to find the feature so we 
can confirm it is on the website. If 

you believe that our scoring gives more 
credit than appropriate, please also 
let us know. If you are able to update 
the website by February 9 to include a 
transparency feature currently missing 
or incomplete, please notify us and we 
will incorporate the update into this 
year’s report.

2. Has [SPECIAL DISTRICT] created 
innovative features that track district 
finances or interface spending data 
with other information, but are not 
part of our inventory? We would like 
the text in our report to bring attention 
to innovative features, even when they 
do not affect the summary score.

3.  Please tell us about any special 
challenges with implementing best 
practices in your state, such as 
jurisdictional, technological or legal 
issues.
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