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Auditor’s Transmittal 

The Honorable Josh Stein, Governor  
The Honorable Phil Berger, President Pro Tempore  
The Honorable Destin Hall, Speaker of the House  
Honorable Members of the North Carolina General Assembly 
Harold Weinbrecht, Mayor, Town of Cary 
Russ Overton, Interim Town Manager, Town of Cary 
 
To all: 
 
The North Carolina Office of the State Auditor (OSA) investigated the Town of Cary (Town) 
following several tips regarding financial misconduct by the former Town Manager Sean 
Stegall.  
 
OSA investigated the initial allegations, but also obtained additional information 
surrounding other Town councilmembers and staff that was deemed to be of sufficient 
relevance to warrant inclusion in this report for completeness and transparency. To gain 
full context and understanding of certain purchasing decisions, members of OSA’s 
Investigative Division interviewed Town staff and members of the Town council. 
 
Included in this Investigative Report are detailed examinations of procurement card use, 
questionable spending, councilmember and staff compensation and benefits, the 
financial health of the Town, and work environment issues. The findings in this report 
present examples of spending public dollars in a manner that appears excessive and is not 
readily tied to identifiable government purposes. Additionally, the report presents financial 
management decisions that contributed to violations of procedure and includes many 
instances of undocumented purchases.  
 
In support of OSA’s mission to bring accountability and transparency to the public, this 
report has a full appendix detailing all Town staff purchasing card transactions, as well as 
the response from the Town to the report.  
 
The Town of Cary is the seventh largest municipality in North Carolina. The North Carolina 
Office of the State Auditor has a duty to show the public exactly what elected officials and 
staff of government purchase with tax dollars. OSA’s recommendations indicate the need 



20601 Mail Service Center | Raleigh, North Carolina 27699 | 919-807-7500 | auditor.nc.gov 

for Town officials and staff to reengineer the environment displayed in this report, and 
operate with a mindset that brings a positive return on investment, follows policy and 
procedure, and results in the good stewardship of tax dollars.  

Respectfully submitted, 

Dave Boliek 
State Auditor 







2. The Council should enact a policy related to meal expenses during Council
travel.

3. The Finance Director should review the Town’s P-Card procedures and determine 
if any updates are needed to reflect changes to Council-enacted policies and/or
determine if updates are needed to reflect current Town processes.

4. The Finance Department should provide training to all P-Card holders on
appropriate use of P-Cards.

5. The Finance Department should provide training to all employees responsible for
reviewing and approving P-Card transactions to ensure they understand what
constitutes appropriate documentation to support a transaction.

6. The Finance Department should review all P-Card transactions to ensure they
are an appropriate expenditure of Town funds. If found to be an inappropriate
expenditure, the Town should seek reimbursement from the employee.

7. The Finance Department should discontinue use of the Lost Receipt Form and
require an itemized receipt to support a P-Card purchase. If a receipt is lost, the
cardholder should obtain a copy of the receipt from the vendor. If an itemized
receipt is not obtained, the Town should seek reimbursement of the expense
from the cardholder.

8. The Council should implement a policy covering reimbursement of Council
training and education. This policy should include, but not be limited to, Council
preapproval, reimbursement limits, and completion of training and/or education
prior to reimbursement.

9. The Town Council should adopt a capital expenditure policy requiring Board
approval for all capital purchases exceeding a specified dollar threshold. The
policy should clearly define capital expenditures, establish approval limits, and
require documentation of review and authorization.

10. The Town should strengthen internal controls over financial reporting and
communication to ensure that financial conditions, including noncompliance
with Fund Balance Policy thresholds, are accurately identified, documented,
and communicated to the Council in a timely manner, so the Council can provide 
adequate oversight over the Town’s finances.

11. The Town Manager and Finance Department staff should provide monthly
updates to the Council related to the financial operations of the Town.

12. The Council should update existing policy to specify how Fund Balance
minimums should be calculated. The Council should consider guidance issued
by the Local Government Commission and the UNC School of Government,



 

 

which includes calculating Fund Balance minimums using final adjusted end-of-
year expenditure amounts. 

13. The Finance Department should provide periodic training to the Town Manager’s 
Office and the Council concerning Fund Balance Policy requirements and 
interpretation of financial ratios and thresholds. 
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Background 

Background 
Town of Cary, N.C. 
 
With an estimated population of 183,582 as of July 2025, the Town of Cary (the Town) is the 
seventh largest municipality in North Carolina. The Town operates under a council-manager 
form of government, which means that it is run by a Town Council (the Council) made up of 
a mayor and six elected councilmembers. Councilmembers serve the Town part-time and 
often have other jobs elsewhere. 

 
 

The Council sets goals and plans for the Town, creating policies and appointing the Town 
Manager to put the policies into practice and oversee Town operations. The Council also 
appoints the Town Attorney and the Town Clerk. 
 
The Town Manager is the Chief Administrator of the Town and advises the Council on all 
issues, proposes the annual budget, and coordinates the work of all municipal staff not 
appointed by the Council. Sean Stegall was initially hired as Town Manager in 2016, and at 
all times during the period of OSA’s review, Sean Stegall served as the Town Manager. 
 

Timeline 
On November 20, 2025, the Council voted 
unanimously to place Mr. Stegall on paid 
administrative leave due to Mr. Stegall’s: 

1. Over-the-top spending and inadequate 
financial reporting; 

2. Lack of transparency with the full 
Council, staff, and citizens; and 

3. Creation of an unhealthy work 
environment with many of his closest 
staff.1 

 
 

1 https://www.carync.gov/connect-engage/newsroom/bottom-line/get-the-facts-town-manager- transition. 
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Both a former and current member of the Council contacted the North Carolina Office of the 
State Auditor (OSA) with additional allegations related to Mr. Stegall, including that: 

• His Town procurement card (P-Card) was used to pay for Councilmember Lori Bush’s 
master’s degree at Northwestern University; 

• He booked penthouse accommodation for himself during a Town trip to a conference 
and later lost the receipt; and 

• The Town had violated its Fund Balance Policy by allowing the fund balance to drop 
below the required minimum threshold of 33.33% of its budgeted general fund 
expenditure. 

 
Mr. Stegall ultimately resigned from his position as Town Manager on December 13, 2025. 
Two days later, during an emergency Council meeting, Deputy Town Manager Russ Overton 
was named interim Town Manager. 
 
The Town agreed, with conditions, to pay Mr. Stegall a lump-sum severance of $194,832, 
equivalent to six months of his salary. However, two conditions of the severance agreement 
were that Mr. Stegall return property belonging to the Town and that, for public records 
purposes, he provide the Town access to his text messages associated with Town business. 
According to Town officials, Mr. Stegall refused to comply with these conditions and 
therefore did not receive this severance. 
 
On January 23, 2026, OSA met with the Wake County District Attorney and the State Bureau 
of Investigation to provide them with a preliminary overview of purchases made by the 
former Town Manager that appeared to be potentially fraudulent.2 
 
For this report, OSA investigated the above allegations and also obtained additional 
information that, while not directly related to the original allegations, was deemed by OSA 
to be of sufficient relevance as to warrant inclusion in this report for completeness and 
transparency. 
 
Over the course of our investigation, OSA conducted numerous informal interviews with 
Town staff, as well as 16 formal interviews with Council and staff. During nine of these formal 
interviews, a Town attorney was present. Councilmember Lori Bush’s personal attorney 
attended her interview and Councilmember Sarika Bansal’s political advisor attended hers. 
 

 
2 In order to preserve the integrity of any potential investigation that may result from this referral, we have 
refrained from discussing the specifics of the purchases referred to the Wake County District Attorney and the 
State Bureau of Investigation other than those contained within the allegations received. 
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Abundance of Procurement Cards 

Findings and Recommendations 
 
Abundance of Procurement Cards 

“I’m a big proponent of saying yes. Being affirmative and positive is the 
opposite of surrendering to can’t, which people often offer up as a don’t-

blame-me form of saying no.” 

–Sean Stegall, Top of the Arc 

 
Town P-Card Procedure 
 
The Town’s standard procedure for procurement cards (P-Cards), which was last updated 
in February 2009, establishes internal controls governing the issuance and use of P-Cards. 
P-Cards may be used only for official Town business, for authorized goods and services, and 
within transaction limits approved by the Department Director and the Finance Department. 
The Town’s procedure prohibits the use of P-Cards for personal purchases and for travel-
related meals, which must be reimbursed under the Town’s Travel and Training Expenses 
Procedure. 

The Town’s P-Card procedure assigns clear responsibilities to cardholders, supervisors, 
and the Finance Department to maintain accountability. Cardholders are responsible for 
safeguarding the card, retaining itemized receipts, and ensuring compliance with all 
purchasing rules. Monthly P-Card statements must include appropriate accounting codes, 
sufficient descriptions, and supporting documentation, and are subject to supervisory 
review and approval prior to submission to Accounts Payable. The Finance Department 
reviews statements for accuracy and conducts periodic audits and compliance reviews of 
P-Card activity. 

According to the Town’s P-Card procedure, each month the cardholder must submit 
itemized receipts to match the monthly P-Card statement. If a receipt has been lost, the 
cardholder must make a diligent attempt to obtain a duplicate receipt from the vendor. In 
the event the receipt is not available, a “Lost Receipt Form” must be completed, which 
includes a detailed description and approval by the Department Director. The Finance 
Department has the right to seek reimbursement from the employee for undocumented 
and/or unauthorized purchases. 
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Abundance of Procurement Cards 
 

The cardholder’s supervisor and/or the manager responsible for approving P-Card 
statements must review, sign, and forward the statement with receipts to Accounts 
Payable. Department Directors may require additional approvals based on individual 
departmental structures and needs. Accounts Payable will review the documents for 
accuracy and completeness, extract any sales tax paid and charge the proper accounts. 

Because the Town has not updated its P-Card procedure since 2009, the procedure does 
not reflect current practices. As of September 2024, cardholders are now required to fill out 
an expense report and upload receipt images to the Town’s Oracle system. Prior to 
September 2024, the Town used the Bank of America (BOA) Works system to upload receipt 
images for review. Both the Oracle and BOA Works system allow for electronic sign-offs 
indicating supervisor/manager review and Finance Department review. 

General P-Card Findings 
 
According to records obtained from the Town, as of November 2025, 828 employees had a 
Town P-Card. Records OSA obtained directly from the Town’s P-Card provider indicated that 
between January 1, 2024 and December 31, 2025, there were 60,591 transactions3 on Town 
P-Cards totaling $24.2 million.4  
 

Categories were assigned to transactions based on their associated Merchant Category Codes (MCC), sourced 
from BOA Works. Each MCC was then mapped to a corresponding description and category using a publicly 
available dataset from the GitHub repository “greggles/mcc-codes.” OSA made minor adjustments as needed 
to further clarify certain transactions. 

 
 

3 These 60,591 transactions include 59,131 purchases; 1,188 refunds (i.e., credits); 248 international 
transaction fees (which are a fee based on a purchase) and 24 auto-payment deductions (which were all $0). 
4 The $24.2 million is comprised of purchases minus refunds, while the $24.5 million in the pie chart includes 
only purchases. 
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Abundance of Procurement Cards 
 

their own P-Card. In the aggregate, those 18 employees initiated 2,074 transactions and 
spent approximately $701,8575 over the two years on which our review focused.   

Categories were assigned to transactions based on their associated MCC, sourced from BOA Works. Each 
MCC was then mapped to a corresponding description and category using a publicly available dataset 
from the GitHub repository “greggles/mcc-codes.” OSA made minor adjustments as needed to further 
clarify certain transactions. 

 

Of those 2,074 transactions, we selected the following categories of spending for review: 
food, marketing, travel, education, and other concerns. There were 1,297 transactions in 
these categories totaling $594,598. 

OSA isolated 619 of these transactions, which totaled $548,135, for further review. During 
this review, OSA found that: 

 

• 543 of the 619 transactions had supporting receipts; 
• 45 of the receipts—totaling $64,363—were not itemized; and 
• For the remaining 76 transactions—amounting to $37,963—the Town had no 

receipt to show what was purchased. 

 
5 The $701,857 is comprised of purchases minus refunds, while the $720,898 in the pie chart includes only 
purchases. 
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Abundance of Procurement Cards 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

The chart below shows what Town employees7 spent on dinner at the three of the four 
abovementioned restaurants (light blue) as compared to the GSA per diem rates of Atlanta 
and Raleigh (dark blue). 

 

 

Travel Purchases 
 

The Town’s Travel and Training Expenses Procedure (the Procedure), last updated in January 
2023, establishes controls for the approval, payment, and documentation of such expenses 
to ensure fiscal accountability and compliance with IRS regulations. The Procedure permits 
reimbursement of reasonable costs for approved business travel and professional 
development. Expenses must not be incurred prior to approval, and meal reimbursements 
are limited to travel that includes an overnight stay. 

More specifically, the Procedure defines allowable and prohibited expenses and specifies 
payment and documentation requirements. Eligible costs include registration, lodging, 
transportation, mileage, and meals reimbursed at GSA per diem rates. P-Cards are the 
preferred payment method for most expenses, excluding meals, which are also reimbursed 
at per diem rates. Employees are required to submit a completed Travel Expense Form 
within 30 days of their return, regardless of whether reimbursement is due. Disallowed 

 
7 It is unclear who ate with Mr. Stegall at Oak Steakhouse in Atlanta. 









Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 

While Town employees may have preferred to arrive at 

the conference a day early, the associated costs for 

the extra night should not have been paid for by 

taxpayers. 

• $618 for dinner at a restaurant in Chicago. It is unclear

from the receipt how many people attended, though

the guest list included 1 O individuals. According to the

staff member whose P-Card was used to pay for the

meal, nine people attended the dinner, one of whom

was from a non-profit organization and was not a Town

employee. With nine attendees, the cost of the dinner

averages out to $69 per person-well above the $38

GSA dinner rate in Chicago at the time. The Town

employee who used her P-Card to pay for the meal

stated that Mr. Stegall specifically directed her to

charge the meal to her card.

• $578 in car service expenses for Councilmember

Bansal to travel from the Nashville airport to the hotel

on the first day of the trip, and from the hotel to the

airport on the last day (Town officials did not know

whether any other Town employees utilized this car

service). Of this total, $289 was spent in cancellation

fees for each way of the trip.

•• -
11- tJB:1 ob 
...,.I WI 10 

So.iii ' 2, , ' ti I 9, IL 
Or ltrod l UlS 6 • 

I ·.oBo.•,;,, 
e.:x:n 

• A� !u<SM 
1 J II;'. 
1 t ,.. 

II I• 

I A t.• 
I Ill 
3 th 
I It.lb C.,,<t1 St•ll 
1 1� l1111:tP1 ·'-
11......,. c wn, 

sf•,. � 
11' 
1!5la 

ILlt , 

o Town officials informed OSA that instead of utilizing a rideshare or taxi service

to and from the airport, Mr. Stegall established the practice of arranging

transportation for himself during official business travel, which was also

extended to the Councilmembers.

o After receiving a copy of OSA's draft report, Town officials informed us that

staff booked the wrong date for the trip out to Nashville and had selected an

incorrect time for the return trip to Raleigh, and thus had to reschedule both

rides. They added that they believe Councilmember Bansal did not know

cancellation fees were incurred.

17 

Receipt provided to support
The Gage purchase

Michelle Hodges
Sticky Note
Accepted set by Michelle Hodges

Pencil
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

• A $100 “Agency Service Fee” to purchase a flight to Nashville on 
flightticketcharge.com, which appears to be a third-party domain and brand tied to 
online airfare scams. It is unclear why Town staff did not purchase the ticket directly 
from a known airline’s website instead. 

 

Sean Stegall’s Penthouse Stay 
 

Mr. Stegall also booked a penthouse 
accommodation for himself during a trip to 
another conference and allegedly lost the 
receipt. 

On the Town’s Lost Receipt Form (see below), 
Mr. Stegall noted that the $3,419 charge was for      
“hotel      for      multiple      staff”      and      wrote      
“Don’t      remember      who booked” as the 
reason for the missing receipt. 

Investigators contacted Hotel Van Zandt, 
obtained a copy of the itemized receipt (see 
below), and determined that Mr. Stegall was the 
only Town employee who had stayed there. 
Other Town employees stayed in a nearby hotel. 

Receipt provided by employee to support the Agency Service Fee. 

Lost Receipt Form submitted by Mr. Stegall to 
support the Hotel Van Zandt purchase. 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

• $1,625 for two iPads given to retiring directors. According to a Town employee, the 
directors also received a gift purchased with funds collected from Town employees. 
After receiving a copy of the draft report, Town officials indicated the additional gifts 
were purchased with personal funds voluntarily donated by Town directors. 

• $1,600 for 10 pairs of Ray-Ban sunglasses, each stamped “Cary” on the tip of the 
earpiece. “They were for councilmembers,” the Town Clerk told investigators. “There 
was an event at the downtown park where everybody got on stage and was blinded. 
And they actually—staff took off their sunglasses to give them to [the] Council for the 
picture. And so, the following retreat of 2024, we gave         [the         Council]         those         
sunglasses         for         that          reason.” She continued, “[Mr. Stegall] wanted the 
highest of the high, so he demanded that we get the highest level of sunglasses that 
we could get.” She continued, “Things that we got [the] Council, we would also give 
[Mr. Stegall].”  

• $733 for an executive van from Cary Town Hall 
to 12 Oaks Golf Course in Holly Springs on 
December 16, 2024 for the annual Wake County 
Mayors Association Holiday Dinner. It is unclear 
why attendees did not drive their own vehicles 
for such a short distance. The drive from Town 
Hall to 12 Oaks Golf Course is approximately 12 
miles. 

 
Councilmember Bansal informed OSA that 
while she did attend the event, she drove 
herself and did not travel in the executive van. 

 
 
 

Photo of Ray-Ban sunglasses, zoomed in on the right side. 

Wake County Mayor’s Association 
Holiday Dinner details provided by the 
Town. 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

 
 

Additionally, Town funds were used to purchase eight tickets to the event each 
costing $100 

 

Invoice for eight tickets to the Wake County Mayor’s Association Holiday Dinner. 

Facebook post provided by the Town. 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

• $100 for a Mariah Carey cardboard cutout, purchased to promote the Town and a 
Mariah Carey concert. The Town teamed up with WRAL and Mix 101.5 for the 
promotion and changed the spelling of Cary to “Carey” for one day.   

The Mariah Carey cutout was brought to Salt Lake City, Utah, in 
November 2025 for the National League of Cities conference. 
Investigators inquired of the Town’s Marketing Strategist as to 
the cost of bringing the cardboard cutout to the conference and 
were told, “You would have to find out with the airline, I don't 
know.” 

After the Town received a copy of OSA’s draft report, Town 
officials informed us that they had since determined there was 
no cost to bring the cutout on the trip because it was 
transported as a carry-on item. 

 

District Mailings 
 

While analyzing the Town’s P-Card spending, investigators noted an unusually high number 
of expenditures at a local company called Poole Printing. 

We learned that these expenses covered the printing and mailing of flyers sent by the Town 
to inform citizens of changes to districts and election dates, as well as available resources. 
The flyers contained information about each district’s representative, along with their 
picture, so that citizens could be familiar with them. Expenditures paid to Poole Printing over 
the period covering 2024-2025 totaled $108,714, with P-Card processing fees adding up to 

$3,571. These processing fees could have been avoided had the Town paid Poole Printing 
using a check or Automated Clearing House system instead of P-Cards. 

See the photos provided below for the district flyers that the Town sent out in 2025. 

Photo of Mariah Carey 
cardboard cutout. 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

  
 

During interviews with OSA, several councilmembers expressed that they had misgivings 
about the flyers when they were discussed in Council meetings. 

On one such occasion former Councilwoman Jennifer Robinson told investigators, “I felt like 
that was just a misuse of funds because if anything, it was basically like free advertising for 
candidates who were running for office.” 
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Food, Travel, & Other Questionable Expenses 
 

Continuing, she said, “Because we changed the districts—that’s, I think, the reason why [the 
idea of the flyers] started. We changed the districts, and […] we had a conversation like, 
‘Hey, we need to tell people that they’re not in the same district they used to be in.’ But the 
way it was done, I mean, releasing that pamphlet during election season—I just felt like it 
was wrong.” 

 
A Note Concerning P-Card Findings 
 

OSA reviewed reimbursements made to employees whose P-Card purchases were reviewed 
and it appears the employees followed the Town’s procedure and did not submit 
reimbursement requests for purchases made using their P-Cards. 

 
We Recommend the Following: 
 

1. The Council should enact a policy related to the types of purchases which should 
and should not be made on a P-Card. 

2. The Council should enact a policy related to meal expenses during Council travel. 

3. The Finance Director should review the Town’s P-Card procedures and determine 
if any updates are needed to reflect changes to Council-enacted policies and/or 
determine if updates are needed to reflect current Town processes. 

4. The Finance Department should provide training to all P-Card holders on the 
appropriate use of P-Cards. 

5. The Finance Department should provide training to all employees responsible for 
reviewing and approving P-Card transactions to ensure they understand what 
constitutes appropriate documentation to support a transaction. 

6. The Finance Department should review all P-Card transactions to ensure they are 
an appropriate expenditure of Town funds. If found to be an inappropriate 
expenditure, the Town should seek reimbursement from the employee. 

7. The Finance Department should discontinue use of the Lost Receipt Form and 
require an itemized receipt to support a P-Card purchase. If a receipt is lost, the 
cardholder should obtain a copy of the receipt from the vendor. If an itemized 
receipt is not obtained, the Town should seek reimbursement of the expense from 
the cardholder. 
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Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

“Dishonesty, mistrust, and silence breed disunity.” 

–Sean Stegall, Top of the Arc 

 
In 2024, Councilmember Lori Bush began online studies at Northwestern University to 
pursue her master’s degree in Public Policy and Administration.8 

Councilmember Bush told OSA that prior to enrolling at Northwestern, “I was interviewing 
with a lot of places to try to figure out what’s the best thing to do and I knew I’d have to do it 
online.” She continued by stating that “one day, [Mr. Stegall] sent me a link to the 
Northwestern program. But I already had been talking with them and had set up a meeting 
with their advisory board.” 

Investigators located the email Mr. Stegall sent to Councilmember Bush on the subject, 
which contained the message, “This looks interesting…I immediately thought of you.”  

 

 

 
8 According to Councilmember Bush, she was originally interested in pursuing this degree at UNC Chapel Hill 
but was ineligible because that degree program is a dual bachelor’s-master’s program that is limited to 
undergraduate students. 

Email from Mr. Stegall to Councilmember Bush. 
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Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

 

 

 

Investigators noted that the email from the HR employee on April 5, 2024 indicated the Town 
offers tuition reimbursement up to $3,500 per year, which is less than the $7,982 
Councilmember Bush submitted for tuition reimbursement on June 21, 2024. 

OSA spoke with the HR employee, who informed us that she believed Councilmember Bush 
was asking about tuition reimbursement for Town employees, not Councilmembers, and 
admitted her April 4, 2024 email may have been confusing. However, she said that prior to 
receiving Councilmember Bush’s June 21, 2024 email, she received a separate email from 
Councilmember Bush on June 11, 2024 asking how tuition reimbursement works. The HR 
employee explained to OSA that, at this point she realized there was confusion between her 
and Councilmember Bush. The HR employee then explained to Mr. Stegall that tuition 

Email exchange when Councilmember Bush provides HR employee with tuition receipt. 

Receipt provided by Councilmember Bush to support tuition reimbursement request. 
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Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

reimbursement was limited to Town employees via the Benefits My Way program, and that 
the Council’s Benefits My Way program did not include tuition reimbursement. The HR 
employee also stated that the Town Attorney confirmed her understanding of the Benefits 
My Way program. 

 

According to the HR employee, sometime between the emails dated June 11, 2024 and June 
21, 2024 (both of which are shown above), she spoke to Councilmember Bush and explained 
to her that Councilmembers were not entitled to tuition reimbursement via Benefits My Way. 
She told Councilmember Bush that any reimbursement for her Northwestern classes would 
be considered professional development, which would have to be discussed with Mr. 
Stegall to determine if funding was available. Given this conversation, the HR employee was 
confused when she received Councilmember Bush’s June 21, 2024 email with the tuition 
receipts. The HR employee said that she then spoke to Mr. Stegall, who said that the Town 
would pay for the tuition, and that Mr. Stegall asked her to send the tuition receipts to the 
Town Clerk. The HR employee said she emailed the Town Clerk with the information, noting 
that it was a professional development expense (see email below). 

Email exchange when Councilmember Bush asks HR employee how tuition reimbursement works. 
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Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

 

During our investigation, Town officials and employees told OSA that the Council was not 
informed of the decision to finance Councilmember Bush’s tuition. Regarding this, 
Councilmember Bush said, “I told [Mr. Stegall] I needed to let the rest of [the] Council know. 
And he said, ‘Oh, don’t worry, I’m talking to every councilmember this week. I will let them 
know.’ ” 

She continued, “Afterwards, I asked [Mr. Stegall], ‘Does everybody know?’ [He said,] ‘Yes. 
Nothing you need to do about that.’ It wasn’t until recently that I learned […] all the Council 
did not know—only half of [the] Council knew—that I paid the entire amount that I was 
reimbursed back.” 

Tuition payments were made on the Town Clerk’s P-Card (not on Mr. Stegall’s, as alleged), 
as well as via direct payment from Councilmember Bush herself. After making the 

Email exchange between HR employee and Town Clerk. 
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Councilmember Lori Bush’s Tuition 

payments, Councilmember Bush would seek reimbursement from the Town (as detailed in 
the emails above). 

According to Councilmember Bush, she has not yet completed her degree and has four 
classes left to complete the Master’s program. A review of Town records found that the Town 
paid $37,300.97 for Councilmember Bush’s graduate school tuition. 

As investigators spoke with the Town Clerk, it became apparent that Mr. Stegall had 
intentionally kept the fact that the Town had paid for Councilmember Bush’s tuition from the 
Council. 

“[Mr. Stegall] would tell me things like, ‘If [Councilmember Bush] ever gets upset at me, I’ll 
let everybody know about the tuition,” the Clerk said. “And [I] was like, ‘Everybody doesn’t 
know?’ ” The Town Clerk continued, “He would also call up, follow up with me [about] 
payments for her tuition. Like, ‘She ain’t got her payment yet. Where’s it at? What’re you 
doing?’ So that— and it’s hard to go back. That year was a year of trauma. […] It was very 
upsetting.” 

Another Town employee stated that, “I have been with [Mr. Stegall] when [Mr. Stegall and 
Councilmember Bush] were texting each other. […] They were texting about her degree and 
her saying, asking if he thought she should pay it back. And he said, ‘Don’t do that. It’s going 
to make you look guilty.’ ” 

On November 24, 2025, after Mr. Stegall was put on administrative leave, Councilmember 
Bush repaid $36,558 to the Town. She paid the remaining balance of $742.97 on December 
2, 2025. 

 

We Recommend the Following: 
 

8. The Council should implement a policy covering reimbursement of Council 
training and education. This policy should include, but not be limited to, Council 
preapproval, reimbursement limits, and completion of training and/or education 
prior to reimbursement. 
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Land Purchase 

Land Purchase 

“He has a Lori list, which is my list of priorities, and I’ll say, ‘I want this.’ 
And he’ll say, ‘OK, well, do you have to have it that way? What are the 

other ways that you could possibly have it?’ He’s incredibly adaptable.” 

 – Lori Bush, quoted in Top of the Arc 

 

OSA received an allegation that the former Town Manager purchased two properties totaling 
over $1 million despite the fact that any purchase over $1 million required Council approval. 
The complainant alleged that the former Town Manager split the purchase into two parcels 
so that he would stay below the $1 million spending limit and therefore avoid the 
requirement for Council approval. 

During OSA’s review, however, we learned that while all four Assistant Town Managers had 
a $500,000 spending limit, the Town Manager and Deputy Town Manager effectively had no 
spending limit because they were permitted to spend up to the entirety of a fund’s Council-
approved budget appropriation. 

OSA also discovered that the land parcels had to be purchased separately because each 
had a different owner. One property was jointly owned by “Estate of Carlos Yates Jordan and 
Jordan Real Estate Holdings, LLC” and the second was solely owned by “Jordan Real Estate 
Holdings, LLC.” The properties sold for $387,980 and $685,570, respectively. Therefore, the 
total purchase price for the combined properties was $1,073,550, which is consistent with 
the appraised value of $1,101,200. 

The Town’s internal process for most real estate transactions includes a “Real Estate Intake 
Form Acquisition,” which is submitted and evaluated by the Town’s real estate office. 
However, when OSA visited the Town’s real estate office to obtain the contracts for these 
two purchases, we discovered that a “Real Estate Intake Form Acquisition” form was never 
filled out for the purchases. 

When interviewing the former Assistant Town Manager who oversaw this transaction, OSA 
learned that Councilmember Bush requested that she look at several properties, including 
the two mentioned above, for the purpose of evaluating them for purchase by the Town. the 
former Assistant Town Manager completed the property evaluation and emailed 
Councilmember Bush to give her opinion that the land in question was not worth purchasing 
and that the Town had no immediate use for it. See below for the concerns raised by the 
former Assistant Town Manager. 
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Land Purchase 
 

 
been made aware that funds from the Parking Technology Fund were used for the land 
purchase. No such controls were in place. 

According to the Finance Director, due to a reduction in staffing in the Town’s budget office 
during Mr. Stegall’s time as Town Manager, there was not sufficient staffing to maintain a 
relationship with the project manager to verify whether project spending was appropriate 

 
We Recommend the Following: 
 

9. The Town Council should adopt a capital expenditure policy requiring Board 
approval for all capital purchases exceeding a specified dollar threshold. The 
policy should clearly define capital expenditures, establish approval limits, and 
require documentation of review and authorization. 
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Sean Stegall’s Book 

Sean Stegall’s Book 
 

“Apparently, I’m not very controversial in Cary. The lack of controversy 
may prove bad for book sales, but it gives me confidence about my 

performance as town manager. And confidence is important. It is an 
underappreciated resource.” 

 –Sean Stegall, Top of the Arc 

 

According to Chief Strategy Officer Susan Moran, Mr. Stegall had always wanted to write a 
book and came to Cary with the idea already in mind. 

“[Mr. Stegall] has always wanted to do a book, and when he came here, he said he wanted 
to do a book,” Ms. Moran stated. “But what got him to do a book, I think, was encouragement 
from [Councilmember Bush] and other councilmembers as well.” 

Once he decided to start, the first step for Mr. Stegall was to hire a ghostwriter and he tasked 
Ms. Moran with finding one. Seth Kaufman, a writer from New York, took the job, conducting 
hours of interviews and writing the book. The Town ultimately paid him a total of $65,653. 

Published on August 5, 2025 by Radius, a partner of Simon and Schuster, Ms. Moran 
describes Top of the Arc as intended to “use experiences, mostly in Cary, to illustrate Sean’s 
leadership style that would provide a different lens for people who are in government to 
consider how to operate their government.” 
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Sean Stegall’s Book 
 

 
 “It’s important to remember that the Town of Cary owns the copyright,” Ms. Moran said. “So 

[Mr. Stegall’s] name is on the book, but he didn’t get a dime for [it]. He didn’t get paid—he 
got paid a salary. But any profit that the Town [was] to make, it would be for the Town.” 

“It’s not successful,” Ms. Moran stated, referring to the book’s sales. “Well, I mean, I 
consider success breaking even. We probably have $150,000 in the book […] and we’re 
nowhere near that.” 

As of May 20, 2026, Town officials reported that the Town had sold 266 copies of the book 
(including three e-books) and had 2,309 copies remaining in inventory. 

Mayor Harold Weinbrecht alleges that neither he nor the rest of the Council knew the book 
was paid for using Town funds. “His book? Everybody assumed he was paying for that,” 
Mayor Weinbrecht said. “Nobody thought it was taxpayer dollars. I’m like, ‘Why didn’t 
somebody ask us?’ ”.  
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The Wilmington Retreat 

The Wilmington Retreat 

“While unity is important, unity without introspection and external 
perspectives is dangerous.” 

–Sean Stegall, Top of the Arc

In 2024, the Town held its Council and staff retreat in Wilmington, NC. On the first night of 
the retreat, Town staff participated in a choreographed dance routine, planned and 
executed as a surprise gift for Mr. Stegall and the Council. According to Town officials, the 
staff who participated in the dance used their personal time and funds towards 
choreography and costumes. 

“We have one more special 
touch for tonight and I’d like to 
ask everyone to please take a 
seat [at] the tables,” said Chief 
Strategy Officer Susan Moran, 
microphone in one hand and 
champagne flute in the other. 
“Another thing that Sean came 
up with,” she continued, “not 
today, but many years ago after 
one of these retreats.”  

Ms. Moran went on to tell the 
story of how Mr. Stegall had 
suggested once that they do a lip sync contest with dancing. “Those of you who’ve been on 
the Council until today know that we’ve never done that,” she said, smiling, “until tonight.” 
She stepped aside as the lights dimmed and the opening bars of ABBA’s “Dancing Queen” 
played. 

In a spotlight, Town staff danced down a staircase in gold and silver bellbottoms, 
sunglasses, and white go-go boots, spreading out onto the floor to continue their routine. By 
the end of the performance, the whole event space was full of dancing retreat participants.  

Screenshot taken by investigators of a scene from the “Dancing 
Queens: A Case Study” documentary. 
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The Wilmington Retreat 

The performance was filmed by a video 
production company, Digital P Media, Inc. 
(Digital P). Digital P then produced a video of the 
performance, which Town staff and the Council 
watched on the last night of the retreat, 
bookending the experience for the year. 

Production costs for videos shown at the retreat 
totaled $86,338.75 across multiple invoices and 
may not have included Digital P’s travel 
expenses (such as hotel, mileage, meals, etc.). 
The breakdown of the production costs is as 
follows: 

• “Legacy of Leadership” video: $62,828.75
• Environmental Video for Retreat (titled “Environmental Excellence”): $20,510
• A/V Support – Retreat: $3,000

But video production costs did not stop there. 

Mr. Stegall enjoyed the performance at the retreat so much that he wanted a documentary 
made of how it came to be: all the planning, practicing, and secret preparations told through 
interviews and interspersed with parts of rehearsals, the dance number itself, and multiple 
clips from the movie “Mama Mia.” 

The resulting 28-minute documentary, also made by Digital P, was called “Dancing Queens: 
A Case Study.” 

The documentary is narrated largely through interviews with staff. In an early shot, several 
staff sit in director’s chairs, laughing and chatting about how the idea for the dance routine 
came about, the timeline and preparations for making it happen, and the performance itself. 

Screenshot taken by investigators of a scene from the “Dancing Queens: A 
Case Study” documentary. 

Screenshot taken by investigators of a scene from the 
“Dancing Queens: A Case Study” documentary. 



The Wilmington Retreat 

One of the staff said, "It started as this, like, present for Sean and [the] Council and it's for 

the retreat, we're creating this product, and it became a commitment to our colleagues 

and the relationships that we were forming."

"We all took time away from our families and 

everything else because we wanted to do this 

[performance] so much and we weren't 

willing [for] one second [to] shortchange the 

retreat," said Ms. Moran.

The total cost for the documentary was 

$34,975, making the total amount that the 

Town spent on video production for the 2024 

Wilmington retreat $121,313.75 (see 

appendix A for copies of Digital P invoices 

which are highlighted to reflect these 

expenses). 

Screenshot taken by investigators of a scene from 

the "Dancing Queens: A Case Study" documentary. 

Remaining Wilmington Retreat Expenses 

In addition to video production costs, expenses for the Town's 2024 retreat included: 

• $74,173 for the hotel in Wilmington, which

included breakfast and lunch buffets, and a

plated dinner one night, rooms for attendees,

and meeting room rental fees (see Appendix A

for full receipt with breakdown of costs).

• $6,865 for dinner, including $5,170 at the Port

Land Grille and $1,695 for transportation to

the restaurant. Based on a meal attendee list

provided by the Town, 52 people attended the

dinner, resulting in an average cost of $99 per

person. In FY 2024, the GSA meal rate for

dinner in Wilmington was $26. According to

the transportation vendor, transportation to

Port Land Grille included three separate

vehicles.
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Financial Health of the Town 

Financial Health of the Town 
 

In light of OSA’s findings about the Town’s excessive spending practices, OSA reviewed 
various aspects of the Town’s financial circumstances including its audited financial 
statements, Fund Balance Policy compliance, and proposed property tax increases.  

 

Operating Results for Fiscal Years 2021-2025 
 

OSA reviewed the Town’s audited financial statements for FY 2021 through FY 2025. We 
learned that while revenue increased by $81 million (41%) during the five-year period, 
spending increased even more rapidly at $99.8 million (60%). This resulted in operating 
deficits in FY 2023 and FY 2024, when spending exceeded revenue by $8.5 million and $27.2 
million, respectively (see the chart below). 

 

 

Fund Balance 
 

The Town’s Fund Balance Policy, effective September 2020, requires a minimum Fund 
Balance of 33.33% of budgeted General Fund expenditures. A Fund Balance operates like 
an “emergency savings” account which can only be used at the discretion of the full Town 
Council in dire financial circumstances such as a State of Emergency or following a disaster 
declaration. Fund Balance amounts above the minimum threshold is considered a funding 
source for capital needs. 
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Financial Health of the Town 
 

 

To determine the required Fund Balance, the Town used its original adopted budget to 
determine budgeted General Fund expenditures; however, OSA determined that use of the 
year-end final adjusted budget amounts more appropriately aligns with generally accepted 
accounting principles (GAAP) guidance and reflects the Council’s final, legally authorized 
budget that incorporates the amendments which were adopted throughout the fiscal year. 

According to OSA’s calculations, in FY 2023 and FY 2024, the Town’s Fund Balance fell 
below its minimum threshold. At the end of FY 2025, the Town had recovered the amount 
and was back in line with its Fund Balance Policy (see the chart below). 

 

 

According to the Town’s calculations, the Town fell below their Fund Balance minimum in 
FY 2023 by $3.1 million (OSA calculated $8.5 million). Based on the way the Town calculated 
the Fund Balance percentage (original budgeted expenditures as opposed to final budgeted 
expenditures), it did not fall below the minimum in FY 2024 and its calculation indicated it 
had exceeded the minimum by $4.4 million (OSA calculated the Town was below the 
minimum threshold by $10.4 million).  

Nevertheless, during a Quarterly Council meeting in November 2025, Mr. Stegall stated 
multiple times that the Town’s Fund Balance had not—nor had it ever—fallen below its 
minimum threshold. Whether he knew that the Town had fallen below the Fund Balance 
threshold is uncertain. 

Former Councilwoman Jennifer Robinson told investigators, “We had a work session after I 
was unelected, but before we had the review of [Mr. Stegall]. And in that work session [Mr. 
Stegall was asked], ‘Have we ever broken our Fund Balance Policy?’ And [Mr. Stegall] was 
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Financial Health of the Town 
 

12. The Council should update existing policy to specify how Fund Balance minimums 
should be calculated. The Council should consider guidance issued by the Local 
Government Commission and the UNC School of Government, which includes 
calculating Fund Balance minimums using final adjusted end-of-year expenditure 
amounts. 

13. The Finance Department should provide periodic training to the Town Manager’s 
Office and the Council concerning Fund Balance Policy requirements and 
interpretation of financial ratios and thresholds. 
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Sean Stegall’s Work Environment 

Sean Stegall’s Work Environment 
 

Lack of Financial Transparency 
 

During our investigation, it became apparent to OSA that the Council’s approach to financial 
matters was to delegate them to a small number of people while limiting its own information 
and involvement. Outside of the Director of Finance and the Town Manager, the tendency of 
the Council appeared to be to remain hands-off where budget planning was concerned and 
to focus instead on other matters. 

Mr. Stegall encouraged this tendency with his one-on-one meetings and “concierge service” 
approach to handling concerns and requests outside of Council meetings. The Council 
enabled this approach and allowed it to continue over the course of Mr. Stegall’s time as 
Town Manager. 

This method of operation had obvious negative effects, the most visible being the use of fund 
balance resources and the reallocation of funds as the budget was generally repeatedly 
amended throughout the year. Instead of putting an emphasis on planning the budget 
collaboratively, the Council was satisfied with Mr. Stegall providing a recommended budget 
which they then amended as the year progressed and needs arose. 

By the end of May 2026, OSA had spoken with all current members of the Council over the 
course of our investigation.13 During these interviews, we asked if the Council received 
financial information during either the quarterly meetings or the monthly meetings. To this 
question, Councilmember Sarika Bansal responded, “Those were very irrelevant 
conversations. They were like all fluff in my view, because we didn’t even know that we had 
actually defaulted on our Fund Balance [Policy]. And you know, everything was kept very 
hush-hush from us.” 

On the topic of the Council’s involvement in Town finances, Councilmember Lori Bush 
stated that, “We might say oh, should we have a compost program? ‘Tell me, staff, how 
much would that cost?’ And then, ‘Where would it be reflected in the budget? Where would 
we find the money?’ We got involved in that way. What we didn’t have insight into what I now 
know is how [Mr. Stegall] was moving money from one department to another, from one fund 
to another. And we didn’t see that. We didn’t know it was happening.”. 

The Director of Finance for the Town said, “Hindsight, you know—just since [Mr. Stegall]’s 
been gone is I do feel like […] finance, budget, anything like that was kind of put on the 
backburner and muted for those years. I feel like we were quiet.” 

 
 

13 OSA was unable to speak with former Councilmember Jack Smith as he did not return our calls. His last day 
in office was December 4, 2025. 
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Sean Stegall’s Work Environment 

Culture of Hostility & Deference 
 

Over the course of our investigation, we learned that the general working environment of 
the Town discouraged the questioning of leadership. Multiple people spoke of having 
observed something they thought they should report, but that they had no one to report it 
to. One employee stated that before Mr. Stegall was put on administrative leave by the 
Town, she was in the process of resigning due to what she described as bullying and 
pressure. 

As reported to OSA, the atmosphere created by Mr. Stegall started out as collaborative, but 
gradually became one of isolated discussion and curated information. 

“He was sowing the seed between everybody and making it seem like Council does not 
work with each other well,” a Councilmember said. 

OSA received reports from both Town staff and councilmembers of intimidation, pressure, 
bullying, and erratic behavior on the part of Mr. Stegall. One employee said that Mr. Stegall 
“blowing up” in a meeting became increasingly frequent over time. “He became very 
emotional and very loud or he might disappear.” One Councilmember told us that at times 
Mr. Stegall would not allow her to speak or voice concerns, even threatening to shut down 
projects for her district. 

During our interview with the Town Clerk, she told us more about her experience working 
with the former Town Manager. “[Y]ou could never go against [Mr. Stegall]. You could never 
tell [him] ‘no.’ [Mr. Stegall] always wanted the best. You could never say no to him. If you 
did, you were picked on, you were marginalized, all these things.” 



TOWN OF CARY 
RESPONSE
TO JULY 2026 NC STATE AUDITOR’S 

INITIAL INVESTIGATIVE REPORT 

JULY 13, 2026 
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Response from the Town of Cary 
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https://www.carync.gov/services-publications/plans-publications-reports/financial-reports/annual-independent-audit
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https://www.doa.nc.gov/946a-procurement-card
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https://carync.iqm2.com/Citizens/FileOpen.aspx?Type=12&ID=6700&Inline=True
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https://www.carync.gov/connect-engage/newsroom/bottom-line/get-the-facts-moving-forward
https://carync.cablecast.tv/
https://www.carync.gov/services-publications/plans-publications-reports/surveys-and-research


Appendix A – Wilmington Receipts Not Included in Body of Report 
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*Auditor Note – One of the charges for $1,352.61 was refunded by the hotel on March 11, 2024, resulting in the 
grand total paid to Aloft of $74,173.29. 
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