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Trust Your Government Second Time Around . . . 



Last year, this writer wrote a column titled “Trust Your Government?  Just Ask the Indians!”  That column was about the decimation of Colorado’s beautiful forests.  


Today’s column is somewhat prompted by the information being disseminated about the nuclear plants in Japan, and whether or not the west coast of the United States is in danger from radiation, but centers a little closer to home – Colorado government, state and local.  


This writer’s section of files on scandals goes back a ways, beginning in 2002, with a whole different perspective gained when coverage of the legislature began in January of 2005 (Eye on the Legislature).  


In the present political climate, “Trust Your Government” is probably an idea that is downright laughable to most ordinary citizens.  With the ever-changing information on the radiation threat, trust in your government reaches the no-longer laughing point, especially considering that the world now finds out the Japanese nuclear plants were not built to withstand anywhere near the magnitude 9 earthquake, and that the United States has nuclear plants built on fault lines.  


What follows is a chronicle of scandals, or if you prefer, botched major failures of state and local government.  

2002
Gilpin County Assessor Glenda Allen was indicted after an investigation regarding failure to deposit cash receipts for more than 20 years with the County Treasurer.  Cost to taxpayers was not or could not be determined.  

2001-02   The Colorado State Titling and Registration System (CSTARS) involved a contract for $13.2 million awarded to Avanade.  State and county motor vehicle employees worked for months to develop a modern up-to-date computer system to register and title vehicles.  That work was then cast aside and ignored.  Development of the system went forward with the Department of Revenue Director M. Michael Cooke and Avanade running the show.

The system never worked and the plug was pulled early in the Ritter Administration when erroneous information provided to officers verifying license  plates showed that registrations were for different vehicles than ones stopped making it appear as if the vehicle was stolen, and one car was actually impounded.  

2002
The State Department of Labor and Employment awarded to Accenture Corporation a $40.8 million contract referred to as Genesis for a system meant to track unemployment taxes and jobless benefits that had a 20% error rate.  The state cancelled the contract, but paid Accenture $27 million of the total contract.  

2004
Colorado Benefits Management System (CBMS) still as of 2011 cannot be resolved.  In December 2004, the backlog stood at 30,000 pending cases.  The benefits system did not adequately determine benefits and resulted in the state owing the federal government $1.07 million which then escalated in 2008 to $9.4 million in food stamp overpayments.  That prompted federal oversight after complaints from the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services which oversee health care expenditures.  Federal oversight has been ongoing since the summer of 2010 and continues to this day.  


Adding to the cost of the system is $44 million paid to consultants hired to try and straighten out the faltering system.  A class-action filed by the Center for Law and Policy in 2007 resulted in, believe it or not, a dispute as to what percentage of cases had to be processed on time in order for the state to be in compliance.  
2006
A Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) computer system meant to handle employees’ time sheets was put on-line despite staff objections.  Employees were not paid timely for overtime during December/January blizzards.  That computer system referred to as the Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system cost $30 million.  


A major obstacle was employees unfamiliar or not trained to use computers had to type in their payroll sheets or work orders, taking time away from doing their jobs of clearing the roads during the blizzards.  The system was meant to be user-friendly and provide a paperless system.  

2006
The City of Denver’s then auditor refused to sign off on a contract with Sequoia Voting Systems for voting machines because the Denver Election Commission decided to limit or cap the liability of Sequoia if the voting machines malfunctioned.  That contract for $470,000.00 did not go before the City Council because it was for less than $500,000.00, thus not requiring council approval.  Ironically, at the same time, the City Council was considering a separate contract for an additional 160 voting machines at a cost of $830,000.00.  Then Auditor Dennis Gallagher commented at the time that he believed it was not in the City’s best interest to waive or cap liability considering the performance issues of Sequoia.  

2007
Broomfield County Assessor Vickie Brown resigned from the position she had held since 2004 after employees determined she was snorting cocaine at her desk in the Assessor’s office and reported it to Brown’s supervisor.  The pay for that position was $83,054 per year.  As assessor, Brown’s responsibilities included assessing and valuing all commercial and residential property in Broomfield worth about $6 billion.  In Broomfield, the Assessor operates under the supervision of the County Finance Director and is not an elected position.  

2007
A State Department of Revenue employee, Michelle Cawthra was caught diverting money from a fund set up to collect revenue from individuals and small businesses that pay estimated taxes on a quarterly basis.  That amount escalated to more than $11 million which was funneled to Cawthra’s boyfriend, a former employee of the Department of Revenue.  

Cawthra forged signatures and changed passwords of supervisors who had left state employment months earlier.  Cawthra’s supervisors in the Department of Revenue were shocked at the amount of money stolen from right under their noses and the length of time the thefts had been going on (since 2002 by some tax refund dates authorized by Cawthra), giving new meaning to “asleep at the wheel.”  

2010
Elbert County Assessor P. J. Trostel was elected in 2006, and almost immediately began using country credit cards to purchase personal items and keeping prize money intended for fair queens and princesses.  Among other charges were using purchase orders to cover fees for classes and training never attended.  A grand jury issued a 28-count indictment for embezzlement, forgery, theft and perjury.  

Trostel was defeated in the August 2010 GOP primary by the Elbert County Treasurer who testified against Trostel before the grand jury.  
2011
Adams County Assessor Gil Reyes is under investigation for not only sexual harassment of female employees but also for possibly evading property tax laws by personally reducing values by millions of dollars in return for political campaign donations.  Recent disclosures revealed Reyes has now reversed several of those devaluations and investigation by Colorado’s property tax administrator is ongoing.  No word as to status of the political campaign donations.  
2011
Adams County Commissioner Alice Nichol (a former state legislator) is under investigation for what is now being referred to as an overpriced public purchase of property belonging to her Mother for a road widening project, but that investigation expanded and is now intertwined with one involving Quality Paving (now under new ownership).  An appraisal of the Mother’s property was inflated over what it was initially appraised for by using Victorian homes in Denver as comparables.  The sale and the check for the price paid were rushed through before Nichol was sworn in as county commissioner, and before the transaction was approved by sitting county commissioners.  


Several employees of Quality Paving have been charged in a scheme that $1.5 million was paid to the company for work that did not exist.  The investigation is ongoing.     

Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  

Doris Beaver

