
Hi everyone. I’m Jennifer McGuirk, the Multnomah County Auditor. I use she/her pronouns. I really 
appreciate this opportunity to talk with you about my office and our proposed amendments to the 
County Charter. I want to thank each of your for your service to the county. Your work is extremely 
important, and I appreciate you stepping up to serve.
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This slide goes over the items you asked me to discuss.
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As shown on this slide, I’m directly accountable to voters and am elected on a countywide basis.

My office’s work is very much aligned with the values of this subcommittee. Our mission is to ensure 
that Multnomah County government is efficient, effective, equitable, transparent, and fully 
accountable to all who live in our county. 
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The way we approach all of our work is grounded in adherence to generally accepted government 
auditing standards.  We prioritize our responsibility to serve the public interest. We act in integrity and 
adhere to high ethical standards. We use an equity lens and a trauma-informed approach in all of our 
work. 
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Our work is important because it helps ensure government is accountable, transparent, effective, and 
equitable. 

The image on this slide is from one of my office’s social media posts. I’ve included it here because it 
reflects my office’s commitment to reporting accurate information to the public. In this particular post, 
we talked about publishing a pretty positive report about how the county had spent pandemic funds, 
noting that the county seemed to do so in alignment with its stated commitment to leading with race. 
The post also talks about a memo we issued about how the Joint Office of Homeless Services 
needed to be more transparent in its reporting to the public. The messages of these communications 
were quite different, but they both came from our dedication to ensuring the county is transparent 
with the public and accountable to the public.

We want to help people know how their government works, what is working well, and what needs to 
change. We often give voice to problems that people may feel most comfortable ignoring. As we do 
so, we also acknowledge the value of county programs and employees.
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We also identify barriers that impede the county’s mission to help people, as we did in this audit of 
services for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. For that audit, we noted how 
changes mandated by the state were negatively impacting the quality of services. 
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And we provide pressure on county management to address problems and implement 
recommendations. This slide has an excerpt from one of our recent reports on the status of 
recommendations from our first audit of the county’s pandemic response. We follow up on the status 
of recommendations and reporting to the public on what we find. 
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The current Charter language about the Auditor is quite short. It does spell out that the Auditor is to 
conduct performance audits of all county operations and financial affairs. We serve our accountability 
function primarily by conducting performance audits and overseeing the Good Government Hotline.

The majority of things we can audit report up to the County Chair. Others report to the Sheriff or 
District Attorney. 
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Our audits provide systems-level accountability to the public. As shown on this slide, during each 
audit, we conduct interviews, research, data analysis, and observations. 

We examine a program, process, or service and make recommendations for improvement. This is 
really in-depth work. Each audit takes about a year, which means with my current staffing, we 
generally publish three or four audits a year. 

Our audits are focused on describing how a program operates, and areas that need change. We pay 
particular attention for opportunities to improve accountability, transparency, and equity. For 
example, each audit includes at least one recommendation related to supporting racial equity.
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We also provide issue-specific accountability through the Good Government Hotline to provide 
county employees and community members with a confidential method for reporting suspected fraud, 
waste, or abuse of position. 

As shown on this slide, we prioritize confidentiality. People can make reports anonymously, but even 
if they don’t, we protect reporter confidentiality to the fullest legal extent. And we investigate all 
reports involving fraud, waste, and abuse of position in county government. 

The hotline is critical because it helps prevent financial losses of the county operations that we all 
pay for. It also provides our office with a sense of community member and employee concerns, which 
inform audit choices, particularly related to equity within county operations and the overall 
transparency of county operations. 
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To do all of this work on the public’s behalf, there’s me, one constituent relations specialist, and 
seven staff auditors.

While the Auditor’s Office hasn’t grown over time, the rest of the county has. The number of county 
employees has grown 15% since 2014 alone. 

And these employees are doing critical work. They’re providing direct services, such as to people in 
primary care clinics. They’re setting up the new Preschool for All program. And they’re doing one-
time, but lasting work, like working on making the Burnside Bridge earthquake ready and allocating 
millions of dollars in pandemic-related funds. 

For all of these programs and projects, there are chances to learn from what we’re doing, celebrate 
what’s good, and envision ways of serving people better. Audits are a critical tool for this learning 
process. They’re also a critical tool for speaking truth to power. But right now, my office doesn’t have 
the capacity to provide the oversight the county deserves. 
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As described on this slide, the amendments I am proposing will improve transparency with the public 
about my role. They’ll align the office with model legislation for government auditors. They will enable 
us to better ensure transparent, accountable, and equitable government.

The Charter language governing the Auditor’s core auditing role has not changed since the 1980s. 
Back in 2019, I spoke with the County Attorney about establishing Code that would clarify the 
Auditor’s role and bring the county into alignment with the model legislation. 

The County Attorney pointed out that having the Board of County Commissioners pass an ordinance 
about the Auditor’s Office could hurt my office’s independence from other county elected officials. 
Instead, it would make more sense to have the people decide whether to adopt amendments to the 
Auditor’s Office in the County Charter. As a result, the amendments I have proposed are more 
detailed than the kind of language you generally find in the Charter.

I appreciate that the county strives to ensure that the Charter is flexible, but in this case, I think the 
language needs to be expanded in specific ways to ensure that the Auditor can conduct audits 
without a fear of retaliation by a Chair and without a fear that they will be prevented from reviewing 
government data and records, or interviewing officials. 

The Auditor has operated a hotline since 2007, and it needs to be in Charter so that the Auditor will 
have clear authority to operate the hotline without county management questioning that authority. 

I am also proposing adding a new function to the Auditor’s Office, which is to create an ombuds at the 
county. 
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I wanted to take just a moment to recognize the resources and people on this slide. Creating these 
amendments for your consideration has been a group effort. I appreciate the support my staff and I 
have received from the Association of Local Government Auditors, the Portland and Metro Auditors, 
and our Community Advisory Committee. 
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I thought I could briefly walk through the amendments to answer your question about how each 
proposed amendment will further transparency, accountability, and equity. I’m going to start with 
slides like this one, that have gold stars, because they are priority amendments for my office. 

The county’s current budget process conflicts with the generally accepted government auditing 
standards that Charter says the Auditor is to follow. The standards say that decisions about funding 
for auditors should not be controlled by officials subject to audit. But at the county, the Chair is the 
CEO who proposes the county’s budget. This means that the person responsible for nearly 
everything my office audits also gets to decide how much money will go to my office. There is the 
potential for the Chair to cut the auditor’s budget in retaliation for results that they don’t like. We have 
seen this recently in Peoria County, Illinois, where leadership attempted to cut all of the Auditor’s 
staff. The County Chair might also simply maintain a budget level that does not allow the auditor’s 
office to grow with the jurisdiction. That is what has been happening at the county. 

I want to be clear here that I’m talking about a systems issue. This is not about who is in the role of 
Chair or role of Auditor. This is about a flaw in the system. Amending the Charter to ensure the 
Auditor’s budgetary independence from the Chair will enable the Auditor to conduct audits without the 
fear of budgetary retaliation.

It will put the power to set the Auditor’s budget in the peoples’ hands.  
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If the County Auditor’s Office were funded similarly to the Metro Auditor and to the Portland Auditor’s 
audit and ombudsman functions, the County Auditor would receive at least 1% of the county’s 
adopted general fund expenditures budget. Currently, the Auditor receives about 0.3% of this budget. 
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Over time, the county general fund budget has grown significantly, but the percentage of general fund 
allotted to the Auditor has not increased with it. As shown on this slide, the Auditor’s Office has 
received about 0.3% of the general fund expenditures budget since at least 2014. In fact, the 
allocation has decreased, from 0.34% in 2014 to 0.29% now.

16



With a set budget allocation of 1%, we can do more to support accountability, transparency, and 
equity. Right now, the office is generally able to conduct only three or four audits, or one larger scale 
audit, at one time.  

With a higher budget allocation, we can have dedicated subject-matter audit teams. We’d double the 
number of audits we are doing. That means we would always have an audit going in each of the 
county’s key service areas: Health, public safety, infrastructure like bridges, general government like 
libraries and elections, internal operations like payroll and security of IT systems that have 
community members’ information on them, and human services including housing and homeless 
services. 
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We would be able to ensure that we follow up on audit recommendations in a more timely manner. 
We’d have dedicated hotline staffing, instead of having investigators who also conduct audits. We 
could have a communications team to support communicating the results of our work better to the 
public and to have better public engagement throughout the course of our audits, and we’d have an 
ombuds.
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This is our second priority amendment. On this slide is an excerpt of proposed language governing 
the hotline. As I mentioned earlier, my office has run the Good Government Hotline since 2007. It’s 
typical in Oregon and up and down the West Coast for the fraud, waste, and abuse hotline to be in 
the Auditor’s Office. 

In 2011, the state legislature passed a law called “Establishment of local government waste hotline.” 
The Auditor has operated the hotline in compliance with this law. 

But in 2019, the County Attorney and county leadership raised that the Good Government Hotline 
might not comply with the state’s law because the Board of County Commissioners never established 
the hotline in Code. Coincidentally, this concern coincided with my taking office and my commitment 
to investigating as many hotline cases as possible within my office. This has been important because 
when people contact the hotline, they assume my office is investigating their complaints, and my 
team and I want to honor that expectation. 

As I mentioned earlier, at about the same time, the County Attorney indicated to me that the Board 
cannot pass Code governing the Auditor. This created a confusing situation that seemed to threaten 
my office’s ability to run the hotline effectively. Putting the hotline in Charter would ensure its 
operation and support our existing practice of operating it in alignment with state law.  
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This is an excerpt of proposed language governing an ombuds. This person would respond to 
members of the public to resolve complaints about county services and practices. The county has a 
need for an ombudsperson. For example, we have received calls about disputes between a person 
and the county about their eligibility for a property tax payment plan, about the alleged mistreatment 
of people experiencing houselessness by a county division, and about other problems individuals 
have with the county. These are cases in which a person needs immediate service. They aren’t 
within the scope of our hotline though, and they aren’t appropriate for an audit because they are 
about one person’s issue that needs a faster response than an audit can provide.  

Ombuds conduct impartial investigations and resolve problems informally. They also have the 
authority to recommend remedial action or a change in policy. Often issues that the City of Portland 
ombudsman deals with are related to equity and equal treatment. I anticipate the county ombuds
would receive similar calls. 
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Our last priority amendment is about access to information. This is an excerpt of proposed language. 
We can’t assess whether a county program is making progress on its performance pledges or equity 
pledges, or really do our work without access to information. Generally accepted government auditing 
standards state that auditors should have access to records related to the program being audited and 
access to government officials or other individuals as needed to conduct our work.

Adding this language to Charter would help us avoid repeats of situations in which county programs 
have not provided necessary access in a timely manner. For example, the Auditor did not have 
necessary access to the county’s financial and human resources data system after it went live in 
2019. This was despite repeated inquiries starting in 2017 to ensure we would have comparable 
access to the new system as we did to the prior one. It took until the end of 2019 for our office to get 
the access we need. Amending the Charter to specifically include information about the Auditor’s 
access to information would improve transparency with employees and community members and 
help us serve our role to support accountability, transparency, and equity.
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I’m now through introducing our priority amendments. Currently, the Charter does not explain the 
Auditor’s purpose. Adding this clause will make it clear that the Auditor’s role is to support 
transparent, accountable, effective, and equitable government.
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This amendment is about solidifying an existing practice that the auditor does not report to 
management. We want it to be clear to the public that we report to them and not to the Chair or any 
other county official. Auditor independence is required by the generally accepted government auditing 
standards that Charter requires my office to follow. Independence is really essential because, as the 
Association of Local Government Auditors cautions, auditors who are not independent might avoid 
sensitive topics or may not look for the serious issues.
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Moving on to the next proposed amendment, this is related to legal services and will remove a 
conflict of interest that’s currently in County Code. That Code language states that the Board may 
authorize the Auditor to retain outside counsel. 

For example, if the Auditor needed outside counsel for an audit of the County Attorney’s Office, the 
Board would need to approve this before we could obtain that external support. This could negatively 
impact our audit ability. Similarly, if we needed outside counsel for an issue related to the Chair, the 
Board – of which the Chair is a voting member – would have to approve this. Again, this could 
negatively impact my office’s ability to serve our accountability function. 
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This is an excerpt of proposed language that captures all of the existing responsibilities assigned to 
the Auditor to provide an easy-to-find summary to support transparency with the public. It also 
clarifies the Auditor’s role for leadership of performance audits conducted for the county, and 
includes language bringing the hotline into Charter, as well as establishing an ombuds.
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This amendment would bring the office’s reporting and record keeping practices into Charter to 
provide transparency to the public. 
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This final proposed amendment provides transparency and guidance about how the Auditor is to act 
if we discover apparent violations of law or other serious issues during our work.  
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As you consider these amendments, I suggest that you look to the resources on this slide for 
assistance. 
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As well as the people on this slide. I am also available to support you at any time. 
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I am happy to answer any questions.
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