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Metropolitan King County Council
Government Accountability and Oversight Committee



STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	6
	Name:
	Miranda Leskinen

	Proposed No.:
	2026-0101
	Date:
	May 12, 2026



SUBJECT

An Ordinance relating to the prevention, detection, and response to fraud, waste, and abuse of county-administered moneys.

SUMMARY

Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101 would: 

· Amend the County Code to establish an Inspector General Division within the Office of Public Complaints (currently named the Office of the Ombuds) focused on investigating suspected fraud, waste, and abuse of county-administered moneys; and
· Establish a ‘fraud hotline’ to receive reports and complaints from the public of suspected fraud, waste, or abuse of county-administered moneys.

Staff analysis of the proposed ordinance is ongoing.

BACKGROUND 

What are Offices of Inspector General? As noted in a March 2026 Auditor-Ombuds joint report (discussed later in this staff report), offices of inspector general provide independent and objective oversight of government programs and operations through audits, investigations, and inspections and are generally known for their:

· Organizational independence;
· Ability to receive complaints; and
· Powers to issue subpoenas and administer oaths.

As further noted, federal law (5 U.S.C. Ch.4) describes their purpose to include:

· Addressing fraud, waste, and abuse;
· Promote efficiency and effectiveness; and 
· Keep senior leadership informed about issues and corrective actions.
Offices of inspector general exist at all levels of government in the United States including, locally, the City of Seattle, whose Office of Inspector General for Public Safety (established in 2017) oversees the management, practices, and policies of the Seattle Police Department and the Office of Police Accountability.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  City of Seattle, Office of Inspector General. URL: https://www.seattle.gov/oig. Last accessed April 30, 2026.] 


Office of Public Complaints - King County Charter (1968). Section 260 of the King County Charter directs that the County Council shall establish by ordinance an office to receive complaints concerning the operation of county government. 

Per the Charter, the office shall be granted sufficient power to permit it quickly and efficiently to investigate and to make and publicize recommendations concerning its findings, including the power to subpoena witnesses[footnoteRef:2], documents, and other evidence and to administer oaths. Any individual who is the subject of a complaint has the right to present witnesses on their own behalf. [2:  Limited to matters under written complaint by a member of the public, and any witness is afforded the right to be represented by counsel.] 


Office of Public Complaints - King County Code. The Office of Public Complaints, which is currently also referred to as the “Ombuds Office”, was established in 1970 via Ordinance 473[footnoteRef:3]. Provisions relating to the Office of Public Complaints are primarily codified in K.C.C. chapter 2.52. [3:  Ordinance 473 (1970) established a joint Seattle/King County Office of Citizen Complaints, providing for the appointment and qualifications for the Director, and defined the Director’s duties and powers.] 


Office’s Current Structure. The Office of Public Complaints (“Ombuds”) is an independent agency within the Legislative Branch of King County Government (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. King County Legislative Branch Organizational Chart 
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The Ombuds investigates complaints from the public and County employees about County departments, including:

· Complaints of administrative misconduct;
· Alleged violations of the Employee Code of Ethics;
· Reports of governmental actional and retaliation under the Whistleblower Protection Code; and
· Possible violations of the Lobbyist Disclosure Code.

Director. The Director is appointed (5-year term) by the Council. The Director also serves as the County Tax Advisor in accordance with state law (RCW 84.48.140). 

County Code requires the Director to receive complaints from any source concerning any administrative act[footnoteRef:4] and to conduct a suitable investigation into the subject matter of the complaint within a reasonable time, unless the Director believes that: [4:  K.C.C. 2.52.010.B. defines “Administrative act” to include “every action (such as decisions, omissions, recommendations, practices, or procedures) of an administrative agency.”] 


1. The complainant has available another remedy or channel of complaint that the complainant could reasonably be expected to use;
2. The grievance pertains to a matter outside the power of the Office;
3. The complainant’s interest in insufficiently related to the subject matter;
4. The complainant is trivial, frivolous, vexatious, or not made in good faith; or
5. The complaint has been too long delayed to justify present examination of its merit.

Recommendations. The Director must provide their recommendation/s to the [applicable] administrative agency, which (if requested by the Director) must inform the Director about the action taken on their recommendation/s or the reasons for not complying with them. Of note, the director must notify the Council if they believe that an administrative action has been dictated by unfair/objectionable laws (i.e., to share their view regarding desirable legislative change).

County Code allows the Director to publish their conclusions, recommendations, and suggestions by transmitting them to the Council or a Council committee, the Executive, the press, and others who may be concerned. The Director is restricted from publishing any interim or confidential reports.

Disciplinary action against public personnel. The Director is required by County Code to refer a matter to the appropriate authorities if they have reason to believe that any public official, employee or other person has acted in a manner warranting criminal or disciplinary proceedings.

Annual reporting. Reporting by the Office on their activities during the prior calendar year is annually (in March) provided to the Council.

Auditor-Ombuds Joint Report (March 2026): “Building Toward Effective Fraud Risk Management and Response”. Ordinance 19978 (September 2025), relating to Community and Human Services (DCHS) contract management and compliance monitoring protocols, requested a joint report from the Auditor’s Office and the Office of Public Complaints (“Ombuds”) analyzing, among other things, the feasibility, anticipated timeline, and associated costs for adding an inspector general position/s within the Auditor’s Office or a department outside of DCHS who would be responsible for auditing, investigating, and receiving public complaints and complaints of suspected contracting agency fraud, waste, or abuse of county administered moneys. Of note, the request allowed for the report's analysis and any recommendation/s to not be limited in scope to DCHS.

The resulting joint report provided to the Council, which was briefed[footnoteRef:5] in the Government Accountability and Oversight (GAO) Committee on April 24th, includes the following three recommendations for the Council: [5:  Briefing 2026-B0055, Auditor's Office and Ombuds’ Office Report on Fraud Risk Management and Response. GAO Committee, April 24, 2026.] 


1. Prioritize prevention by advising the County Executive to:
a) conduct fraud risk assessments countywide; 
b) develop and implement plans for fraud/integrity training and awareness; and
c) report all information on fraud and improper acts to the County Auditor and County Ombuds;
2. Clarify policy direction by revising the County Code to define key concepts, assign responsibilities, designate a central reporting system (“hotline”), and outline consequences for fraud and improper acts; and
3. Strengthen detection and response efforts by creating three new functions within the Auditor’s Office and requiring an evaluation of the functions after three years: 
a) a fraud/integrity reporting system (hotline);
b) a fraud investigation function; and 
c) an inspection function for contract review. 

Executive Order (March 2026). Executive Zahilay earlier this year issued an executive order titled “Better Governance and Financial Management” to establish better governance practices to strengthen financial oversight and improve accountability and transparency in government operations. The order went into effect on March 4, 2026. The executive order calls for the following:

1. Establishment of an internal audit function;
2. Establish a subcabinet on improving accountability and compliance;
3. Implement internal controls for grantmaking;
4. Increase ethics and fraud prevention training;
5. Identify, assess, and establish key metrics that ensure more effective decision-making and sound evaluation of programs and services;
6. Review and prioritize base budgeting in advance of the 2028-2029 biennial budget;
7. Review agency operations to identify potential cost-saving measures;
8. Establish internal budget controls on programs funded through one-time funding to limit cost growth; and
9. Implement cost-saving measure on distressed funds.

Staff analysis on the implementation status of the executive order is ongoing.

ANALYSIS

This section provides staff analysis of Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101 as follows:

· Section-by-section overview of the proposed legislation
· Implementation considerations
· Potential policy issues
· Next steps and key dates

Legislation overview. Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101, in short, would: 

· Amend the County Code to establish an Inspector General Division within the Office of Public Complaints (renamed existing independent legislative agency) focused on investigating suspected fraud, waste, and abuse of county-administered moneys; and
· Establish a ‘fraud hotline’ to receive reports and complaints from the public of suspected fraud, waste, or abuse of county-administered moneys.

Table 1 provides a section-by-section overview of the proposed ordinance.

Table 1. Overview of Proposed Ordinance  2026-0101
	Section/s
	Description

	1-2, 9, 15, 17-18, 23, 26-7, 29-31, 33-7
	· Update terminology (e.g., changing “Ombuds” to Office of Public Complaints” where applicable)

	3
	· Authorize the Auditor to assist the Inspector General Division in its investigations of reports of suspected fraud/waste/abuse of county-administered moneys

	4
	· Explicitly identify contractor and grantees and contract or grant-related documents within access to persons, property and records provisions for the Auditor’s Office.

	5
	· Codify clear definitions of “fraud”, “waste”, “contract”, and “abuse” in K.C.C. chapter 2.52

	6
	· Restructure of the current Office of Public Complaints into Ombuds and Inspector General Divisions
· Assign duties for each division
· Recommend administrative agencies to notify the IG Division of complaints they receive of suspected fraud, waste, or abuse and to consult, coordinate, or collaborate with the IG Division on the agency’s investigation of the complaint.
· Recommend the IG Division Director adhere to applicable professional standards and best practices in carrying out the work of the Division.

	7-8
	· Consolidate provisions regarding Director appointment, qualifications, and term of office into a single section of Code.
· Direct Council appointment of the Ombuds and Inspector General Division Directors for a 5-year term and identify appointment eligibility criteria (unchanged from current practice).

	10
	· Authorize the Auditor to assist the Office of Public Complaints in its investigations of reports of suspected fraud/waste/abuse of county-administered moneys.
· Explicitly identify contractor and grantees and contract or grant-related documents within access to persons, property and records provisions for the Office of Public Complaints.
· Make various technical edits.

	11
	· Explicitly identify an administrative act that might be contrary to contract or grant requirements as a matter eligible for action by the Office of Public Complaints.
· Make various technical edits.

	12
	· Update provisions regarding action on complaints to reflect addition of an IG Division.
· Include contractors and grantees, as applicable, in notification provisions by the Office of Public Complaints when consideration of a complaint has been completed.

	13
	· Update provisions regarding action on complaints to reflect addition of an IG Division.
· Explicitly include contractors and grantees, as applicable, in the provision relating to action on complaints that require disclosure/consultation before critical findings are published.

	14
	· Require the Inspector General Division Director to produce a written determination and recommendations to an administrative agency and/or the Executive upon the finding of fraud, waste, or abuse.
· Include recommendation options for funds recovery and/or contract or grant suspension or debarment.
· Make various technical edits.

	16
	· Require the Inspector General Division Director to annually report by July 1st to the Council on the activities of the Division for the prior calendar year.
· Make various technical edits.

	19 
	New Code Section
· Establish a fraud hotline for the public to make reports/complaints to the Inspector General Division of suspected fraud, waste, or abuse of county-administered moneys .
· Direct the IG Division Director with establishing hotline operational guidelines, policies, and procedures and to publish a copy on their webpage, along with a notice that prominently displays the hotline’s purpose and contact information.
· Directs exploration of a potential reward program subject to available resources.

	20 
	New Code Section
· Require IG Division investigations to remain confidential until completed.
· Provide for anonymity and confidentiality for hotline reporters to the fullest extent allowed by law.

	21
	· Requires the manager of the Finance and Business Operations Division (FBOD) to consult with the IG Division and develop rules, regulations, and guidelines to ensure that contracts listed in K.C.C. 2.93.120 require the contractor to cooperate with the IG Division in any investigation (under K.C.C. chapter 2.52) into allegations of waste, fraud, and abuse arising out of the contract.

	22
	· Codify clear definitions of “fraud”, “waste”, and “abuse” in K.C.C. chapter 2.93.

	24
	· Recommend a finding of fraud, waste, or abuse of county-administered moneys for contracting suspension or debarment.

	25 
	New Code Section
· Require County contracts to include language allowing for inspection, review, or audit of contract-related records and documents by the Auditor or Office of Public Complaints upon request/notification.

	28
	· Specify the duties of each Division of the Office of Public Complaints.
· Make various technical edits.

	32
	· Codify a clear definition of “waste” in K.C.C. chapter 3.42.
· Modify the definition of “improper governmental action” to explicitly identify waste, fraud, or abuse of public moneys as types of improper governmental action.
· Make various technical edits.

	38
	· Ordinance effective July 1, 2026

	39
	· Severability clause



Figure 2 summarizes the structure and duties of the Office of Public Complaints under the proposed ordinance.

Figure 2. Office of Public Complaints Duties Under PO 2026-0101

Under the proposed ordinance, the Office of Public Complaints would be co-led by two division directors (Ombuds Division Director and Inspector General Director), with each director being responsible for their staff team and carrying out the duties of their respective division.

Implementation Considerations. Key implementation considerations for creating a new Inspector General Division within the renamed Office of Public Complaints and a ‘fraud hotline’ include: 

· Time needed to hire staff and set up the hotline infrastructure (e.g., software building); and
· Cost of hiring staff (e.g., Division Director and investigator/s) and establishing the hotline infrastructure. 

Depending on the size of the Division, potential annual staffing costs[footnoteRef:6] could range from approximately $750,000 (Division Director + 3 staff) to $1.87 million (Division Director + 9 staff), with about $100,000 in estimated one-time hotline reporting system set-up costs. Additional ongoing and/or one-time costs include office equipment and overhead costs (e.g., central rate), hotline advertising, and consultant services.  [6:  FTE costs include salary, benefits, annual training budget, and CMS costs (e.g., software licenses). ] 


For context, the 2026-2027 biennial Ombuds adopted budget is $5.5 million (about $2.75M annual) with 11.0 FTEs[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Ordinance 20023, Section 10.] 


Staff analysis of potential implementation costs and timing is ongoing.

Potential policy issues. Staff have identified some potential policy issues as summarized below. The issues below all represent policy choices for the committee to consider.

1. Implementation management. The proposed ordinance is silent on the hiring process for the new Inspector General Division Director position and management over setting up the hotline. For instance, the Council could choose to manage the hiring process for the Inspector General Division Director, who would then be tasked with hiring any other Division Staff and leading the procurement process for setting up the hotline infrastructure. 
2. Effective date. The effective date for Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101 is currently July 1, 2026; however, the Council may wish to amend that date to reflect implementation timing considerations.
3. Confidentiality and anonymity provisions. Section 20 of the proposed ordinance speaks to confidentiality and anonymity provisions relating to investigations performed by the proposed Inspector General Division. Whether to explicitly apply these provisions to investigations of the Ombuds Division presents a policy choice.
4. Expenditure authority– timing. Proposed Ordinance 2026-0071 (1st Omnibus) is currently under Council consideration and could be a vehicle for providing any expenditure authority needed to establish the proposed Inspector General Division and hotline.
5. Potential Ombuds workload impacts. It is unknown what impact establishment of the hotline may have on the workload of the Ombuds Division (e.g., increased non-fraud complaints forwarded to the Ombuds Division), which may yield a need for increased FTE authority/budget for that Division.

Next steps and key dates. Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101 has been referred to the Government Accountability and Oversight Committee. Table 3 provides the currently anticipated legislative schedule, including amendment deadlines, for the proposed ordinance.

Table 3. Anticipated Schedule for Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101
	Action
	Committee/Council
	Date
	Amendment Deadlines

	Introduction & Referral
	Full Council
	April 28th
	 

	Discussion Only
	GAO
	May 12th 
	 

	Action
	GAO
	June 9th 
	Striker Direction to Staff: June 2nd EOD
 
Striker Distributed: June 4th EOD
 
Line Amendment Direction to Staff: June 5th EOD

	Final Action (Expedited)
	Full Council
	June 16th
	



ATTACHMENTS
1. Proposed Ordinance 2026-0101

Office of Public Complaints 
(renamed from Ombuds/Tax Advisor)


Ombuds (Existing)
 * Inspection/Investigation of alleged employee code of     ethics violations, aside from complaints alleging fraud, waste, or abuse involving county-administered moneys as the basis of the violation (K.C.C. ch. 3.04)
 * Inspection/Investigation of reports of improper governmental action and retaliation (K.C.C. ch 3.42)
 * Inspection/Investigation of possible lobbyist disclosure code violations (K.C.C. ch. 1.07)
 * Serve as property tax advisor (RCW 84.48.140) 


Inspector General (New)
* Inspection/Investigation of suspected fraud, waste, and abuse of county-administered moneys.
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