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December 3, 2015 

Council 

Clark County 

Vancouver, Washington 

Report on Accountability 

Thank you for the opportunity to work with you to promote accountability, integrity and 

openness in government.  The State Auditor’s Office takes seriously our role of providing state 

and local governments with assurance and accountability as the independent auditor of public 

accounts.  In this way, we strive to help government work better, cost less, deliver higher value 

and earn greater public trust.    

Independent audits provide essential accountability and transparency for County operations.  

This information is valuable to management, the governing body and public stakeholders when 

assessing the government’s stewardship of public resources.   

The attached comprises our report on the County’s compliance and safeguarding of public 

resources.  Our independent audit report describes the overall results and conclusions for areas 

we examined.  We appreciate the opportunity to work with your staff and we value your 

cooperation during the audit. 

Sincerely, 

 
 

JAN M. JUTTE, CPA, CGFM 

ACTING STATE AUDITOR 

OLYMPIA, WA 

 

 

Washington State Auditor’s Office 
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AUDIT SUMMARY 

Results in brief 

In most areas we audited, County operations complied with applicable requirements and 

provided adequate safeguarding of public resources.  The County also complied with state laws 

and regulations and its own policies and procedures in the areas we examined. 

However, we identified areas in which the County could make improvements. We recommended 

the County comply with state law pertaining to adjustments of property values. These 

recommendations were included in our report as a finding. 

We also noted certain matters that we communicated to County management in a letter dated 

November 16, 2015, related to District Court fees and uses of restricted funds.  We appreciate 

the County’s commitment to resolving those matters. 

 

About the audit 

This report contains the results of our independent accountability audit of Clark County from 

January 1, 2014 through December 31, 2014.   

Management is responsible for ensuring compliance and adequate safeguarding of public 

resources from fraud, loss or abuse.  This includes the design, implementation and maintenance 

of internal controls relevant to these objectives. 

Our audit involved performing procedures to obtain evidence about the County’s uses of public 

resources, compliance with state laws and regulations and its own policies and procedures, and 

internal controls over such matters.   

In keeping with general auditing practices, we do not examine every transaction, activity or area.  

Instead, the areas examined were those representing the highest risk of fraud, loss, abuse, or 

noncompliance.   
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The following areas were examined during this audit period: 

 Assessor’s Office – follow up on 

citizen concern 

 Use of restricted funds including 

sources for repayment of debt 

 Internal service fund billings 

 District Court – departmental audit and 

follow up on two citizen concerns 

 Environmental services – follow up on 

citizen concern 

 Related entity – legal status and 

oversight 

 Open Public Meetings Act 

 

 Department of Community 

Development – departmental audit 

including areas such as cash 

receipting and permitting fees 

 Self insured programs 

 General disbursements 

 Payroll 

 Procurement of public works 

 Financial condition 

 Prevailing wage requirements 

 Conflict of interest 

 County Treasurer’s investments 
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SCHEDULE OF AUDIT FINDINGS AND RESPONSES 

 

2014-001 The County Assessor’s Office did not comply with state law when 

it adjusted a previously certified property value.  

Background 

County Assessors are charged with certifying the value of real property on an 

annual basis. After certification, property owners who disagree with their 

assessment can appeal through their County Board of Equalization (BOE). In 

limited instances, such as for manifest errors, the Assessor can make adjustments 

after the property values are certified. A manifest error is an error in listing or 

assessment, which does not involve a revaluation of property, such as erroneous 

measurements or double assessments.  

We followed up on a citizen concern about an $83,078 reduction in property value 

on a parcel owned by relatives of an Assessor’s Office employee.  The owners of 

the parcel appealed to the BOE but did not attend the hearing or provide 

documentation and the BOE upheld the original assessed value. 

Description of Condition 

After certification of the 2013 property assessments and the BOE hearing, the 

Assessor lowered the 2013 land value on the property referenced by the citizen.  

We found this adjustment did not comply with state law. 

The Assessor stated the adjustment was performed to correct a manifest error 

caused by a lack of consideration for a development restriction when the 

properties were valued and certified. We found that the development restriction 

had been considered when determining the 2013 property values. In addition, the 

adjustment does not qualify as a correction of a manifest error as it was done 

using appraisal judgment.  State law defines a manifest error as one that does not 

require appraisal judgment or revaluation of the property.  Also, the correction of 

this type of manifest error would require the correction of all parcels affected, 

which did not occur. 

During our audit, we evaluated the adjustment for compliance with state law; we 

did not evaluate the Assessor’s intent when making the adjustment. 

Cause of Condition 

The Assessor stated that he was aware of two other cases where the BOE had 

lowered property values in proximity to the parcel referenced above.  He agreed 



 

 
Washington State Auditor’s Office Page 7 

with the BOE that these two parcels were overvalued and believed that he had the 

authority to adjust the parcel referenced by the citizen as a correction of a 

manifest error.   

Effect of Condition 

The property owner was given tax relief for which they did not qualify under state 

law. The taxes not collected on this property become a burden to other property 

owners the following year.  

Recommendation 

We recommend the County comply with state law pertaining to adjustments of 

property values and refer citizens or concerns to the BOE or other regulatory 

agencies when appropriate.  

County’s Response 

The County Assessor’s primary duty is determining the value of taxable property 

to allow equitable distribution of tax liabilities. To accomplish this, state law 

requires the Assessor to value all property at one hundred percent of its true and 

fair value. The assessor has an obligation to correct known errors. The Assessor’s 

duty and state law extend to every property owner in Clark County, regardless of 

their relationships. 

Manifest Error Based on Past Work in Area and Recent BOE Decisions 

Since 2011, the Assessor’s Office has studied and adjusted the mathematical 

model which generates property values in this area of Clark County. This 

includes a region-wide change in 2012 driven by a large number of calls from 

property owners. All of this work was necessary to account for the complex 

combination of land use laws impacting these rural properties including 

development restrictions and being moved into the City of Vancouver urban 

growth boundary. 

The Washington Department of Revenue has administrative oversight of property 

taxation in the state. They encourage property owners who disagree with their 

valuation to file an appeal with the County Board of Equalization (BOE) and to 

directly contact the County Assessor’s Office to settle their concerns. 

The owner of the property identified in the auditor’s finding filed an appeal with 

the BOE in August 2013.  At that time, their next door neighbor also filed an 

appeal as did another neighbor across the street. All three properties are 

considered similar in nature by the Assessor’s Office. In April and July 2014, the 

BOE determined via hearing with the appellants that the two neighboring 

properties were overvalued and reduced their valuation. However, the property 
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owner from the auditor’s finding did not appear at their scheduled BOE hearing. 

As such, the BOE was required by state law to uphold the original valuation 

established by the Assessor’s Office even while the BOE reduced the value of the 

similar adjacent properties. Subsequent to receiving the BOE decision to uphold 

the original value, the property owner identified in the finding contacted the 

Assessor’s Office and we investigated their circumstances. 

Based on the difficulties experienced assessing property values in this particular 

area in the past and the recent BOE decisions, the County Assessor determined 

that the model may not be valuing all properties appropriately – a manifest error 

classified by the DOR as a misapplication of statistical data. In September of 

2014 the value of the property referenced in the finding was reduced to its true 

and fair value as required by state law and in line with BOE decisions on 

neighboring properties. In early 2015, the Assessor’s Office began a new study to 

determine which subset of properties in the area may not be properly valued by 

the model. 

County Will Respect DOR Decision on Application of Manifest Error 

The Clark County Assessor’s Office appreciates the SAO working with the 

Department of Revenue (DOR) to evaluate this complex issue. Further, we respect 

the DOR’s decision that this situation does not meet the definition of a manifest 

error. We will work with the DOR to improve our policies and procedures 

involving the application of manifest error in the future and will seek remedies of 

either reconvening the Board of Equalization or appealing the value to the State 

Board of Tax Appeals. However, our office also intends to complete our study of 

this area to ensure property in Clark County continues to be valued in 

accordance with state law and that all property owners are treated equitably. 

Auditor’s Remarks 

We appreciate the Assessor’s commitment to resolve this finding and thank the 

Assessor’s Office for its cooperation and assistance during the audit.  We will 

review the corrective action taken during our next regular audit.   

Applicable Laws and Regulations 

RCW 84.40.030 Basis of valuation, assessment, appraisal – One hundred percent 

of true and fair value – Exceptions – Leasehold estates – Real property – 

Appraisal – Comparable sales, states in part: 

(1) All property must be valued at one hundred percent of its true 

and fair value in money and assessed on the same basis unless 

specifically provided otherwise by law. 
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RCW 84.48.065 Cancellation and correction of erroneous assessments and 

assessments on property on which land use designation is changed, states in part: 

(1) The county assessor or treasurer may cancel or correct 

assessments on the assessment or tax rolls which are erroneous 

due to manifest errors in description, double assessments, 

clerical errors in extending the rolls, and such manifest errors 

in the listing of the property which do not involve a revaluation 

of property, except in the case that a taxpayer produces proof 

that an authorized land use authority has made a definitive 

change in the property's land use designation. In such a case, 

correction of the assessment or tax rolls may be made 

notwithstanding the fact that the action involves a revaluation 

of property. Manifest errors that do not involve a revaluation of 

property include the assessment of property exempted by law 

from taxation or the failure to deduct the exemption allowed by 

law to the head of a family. 

  WAC 458-14-005 Definitions, states in part: 

(14) "Manifest error" means an error in listing or assessment, 

which does not involve a revaluation of property, including the 

following: 

(a) An error in the legal description; 

(b) A clerical or posting error; 

(c) Double assessments; 

(d) Misapplication of statistical data; 

(e) Incorrect characteristic data; 

(f) Incorrect placement of improvements; 

(g) Erroneous measurements; 

(h) The assessment of property exempted by law from 

taxation; 

(i) The failure to deduct the exemption allowed by law to 

the head of a family; or 

(j) Any other error which can be corrected by reference to 

the records and valuation methods applied to similarly 

situated properties, without exercising appraisal judgment.  
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RELATED REPORTS 

Financial 

Our opinion on the County’s financial statements and compliance with federal grant program 

requirements is provided in a separate report, which includes the County’s financial statements.  

That report is available on our website, http://portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch. 

 

Federal grant programs 

We evaluated internal controls and tested compliance with the federal program requirements, as 

applicable, for the County’s major federal programs, which are listed in the Federal Summary 

section of the separate financial statement and single audit report.   

 

 

  

http://portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch/?qItemType=1&qItemDesc=Clark%20County&qItemValue=0103
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INFORMATION ABOUT THE COUNTY 

Clark County is located in southwest Washington with the Columbia River as its southern 

border. The County serves approximately 442,800 citizens with services including road 

construction, human services, public safety, civil and criminal courts, parks and recreation, 

planning and development and geographic information.  An elected, three-member Board of 

Commissioners governs the County. For the 2013-2014 biennium, the County has an operating 

budget of $989 million and approximately 1,609 employees. 

In 2014, Clark County voters approved a Charter and elected to become a home rule county 

under the Washington State constitution. As a result, in 2015 the governance structure is 

changing to an elected, five-member Board of County Councilors responsible for legislative 

matters and an appointed County Manager responsible for executive matters. 

Contact information related to this report 

Address: Clark County 

1200 Franklin Street 

P.O. Box 5000 

Vancouver, WA  98666-5000 

Contact: Sandra Hall, Reporting & Analysis Manager 

Telephone:   (360) 397-2310 

Website: www.co.clark.wa.us 

Information current as of report publish date. 

 

Audit history 

You can find current and past audit reports for Clark County at 

http://portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch. 

 

 

  

http://portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch/?qItemType=1&qItemDesc=Clark%20County&qItemValue=0103
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ABOUT THE STATE AUDITOR’S OFFICE  

The State Auditor's Office is established in the state's Constitution and is part of the executive 

branch of state government. The State Auditor is elected by the citizens of Washington and 

serves four-year terms. 

We work with our audit clients and citizens to achieve our vision of government that works for 

citizens, by helping governments work better, cost less, deliver higher value, and earn greater 

public trust. 

In fulfilling our mission to hold state and local governments accountable for the use of public 

resources, we also hold ourselves accountable by continually improving our audit quality and 

operational efficiency and developing highly engaged and committed employees. 

As an elected agency, the State Auditor's Office has the independence necessary to objectively 

perform audits and investigations. Our audits are designed to comply with professional standards 

as well as to satisfy the requirements of federal, state, and local laws. 

Our audits look at financial information and compliance with state, federal and local laws on the 

part of all local governments, including schools, and all state agencies, including institutions of 

higher education. In addition, we conduct performance audits of state agencies and local 

governments as well as fraud, state whistleblower and citizen hotline investigations.  

The results of our work are widely distributed through a variety of reports, which are available 

on our website and through our free, electronic subscription service.  

We take our role as partners in accountability seriously, and provide training and technical 

assistance to governments, and have an extensive quality assurance program. 

Contact information for the State Auditor’s Office  

Deputy Director for Communications 

 

 

 Thomas Shapley 

 Thomas.Shapley@sao.wa.gov 

 (360) 902-0367 

Public Records requests  PublicRecords@sao.wa.gov 

Main telephone  (360) 902-0370 

Toll-free Citizen Hotline  (866) 902-3900 

Website  www.sao.wa.gov 

 

http://www.sao.wa.gov/investigations/Pages/FraudProgram.aspx
http://www.sao.wa.gov/investigations/Pages/Whistleblower.aspx
http://www.sao.wa.gov/investigations/Pages/CitizenHotline.aspx
http://www.sao.wa.gov/Pages/default.aspx
https://portal.sao.wa.gov/saoportal/Login.aspx
mailto:Thomas.Shapley@sao.wa.gov
mailto:PublicRecords@sao.wa.gov
file:///C:/Users/cameronl/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/P7TI2Y9E/www.sao.wa.gov

