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COUNTY ACCOUNTING DEPARTMENT

A little more than three years has elapsed sinee the general as-
sembly enacted the law providing for a state department of in-
spection and supervision of county offices under the control of the
suditor of state. The provisions of the statute are:

First. That the aunditor of state shall formulate, preseribe and
install a system of books, records, vonchers, receipts and all other
forms necessary to secure a complete system of accounting for
eounty officers, whieh system shall be uniform for all accounts of
the same class and shall be practical, economical and understand-
able and shall from time to time formulate, preseribe and install
such changes in the system of bookkeeping and accounting as shall
be necessary to conform to changes made in the laws by the gen-
eral assembly.

Second. And without notice to examine or cause to be examined
at least onee each year all county officers and offices receiving or
disbursing publie funds. On every such examination, inguiry
shall be made as to the financial conditions and resources of each
county and also as to whether the prices paid in one county are
in excess of the prices paid by other counties for materials, sup-
plies, ete., in common use by all; whether the laws of the state pre-
seribing the duties of county officers have been complied with;
also into the methods and accuracy of the accounts and reports of
the office s0 examined. A report of such examination shall be
made in triplicate, one copy to be filed with the county auditor,
one eopy to be filed with the auditor of state and one copy with
the officer examined. In the event that such examination discloses
grounds for removal, a fourth copy shall be provided and filed
with the attorney general who shall thereupon take such action as
in his judgment the facts and eircumstances warrant,

APPOINTMENT OF AND INSTRUCTIONS TO EXAMINERS.

Under this law a full corps of examiners and assistants was
selected with special reference to their experience and fitness for
the specific duties required of them. They were instructed to
make a thorough examination of the accounts and records of all
officers of the counties to which they were sent, to use tact and
diseretion in their association with county officials that there
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might be no unnecesary friction to retard their work or minimize
the value thereof, to be courteous at all times and to so attend to
their work that no unnecessary time be consumed in the comple-
tion thereof. They were especially instructed that their firm ob-
ject was not to eriticise and find fault, but to help officials to im-
prove the administration of their various offices.

VERIFICATION OF ERRORS.

Examiners were also instructed that while officials should not
be permitted to assist in the audit of their accounts, each officer
examined should be conferred with in regard to every error or
irregularity charged against him. His explanation, if any, should
be respectfully listened to, and if satisfactory, eredit given for
such items as are thus satisfactorily explained. If errors still re-
mained unexplained, the officer was then to be permitted to pay
the amount due to the county treasurer and receive eredit there-
for. Attention is called in another place to the amount of errors
thus settled.

ADJUSTMENT OF DISCREPANCIES.

A large number of the errors and discrepancies found were due
to misinterpretations of law and I am glad to say that in such
cases when the attention of officials was called to the irregularity,
they were so ready and willing to make correction and restitution
as to merit nothing but praise. In nearly every such case, the
following examination found the records and accounts in very
fine condition and all illegal practices discontinued. In fact, al-
most all officers are not only willing but anxious to correct any
diserepaney or to discontinue any illegal practice as soon as their
attention is called to same. The officers seem now to realize that
it is not the purpose of this department to act simply as a detee-
tive agency to ferret out wrongdoers, but it is our purpose to
work with them (not against them) and to aid and assist them in
the promotion of economy and efficiency in their respective offices.
The officers, almost all, now welecome the examiners and say they
are glad they came, but we have one trouble and that is that most
of them ask to be checked up at the beginning of the year which
of course, is impossible under the circumstances. T believe that,
nearly all the county officials are our friends and realize that the
law is a benefit to them. This indicates that the average official
desires to know the right, and, in so far as he can, to do it. It
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proves that the accounting law has raised the standard of efficiency
and inspires officials with a desire to attain that standard.

GROSS IRREGULARITIES FOUND.

In our first examination we found a great lack of uniformity
not only in forms and systems of accounting but also in the inter-
pretation of the laws relating to duties of ecounty officers. In some
counties the officers had worked out a very fair system of ac-
counting or, in other words, had changed their systems from time
to time to correspond with changes in the laws and increase in the
volume of business; in eother counties, but little change had been
made in the original system installed at the organization of the
county. In some counties the treasurer and other officers made
no trial balance of their receipts and disbursements. From the
beginning to the close of their term they, therefore, never knew
at any time the amount of money they should account for. We
also found that in some counties these officers had never been
checked by any one to the organization of this department. Such
officers, therefore, never knew whether at the close of their term
they turned over more or less to their successors than they should,
but in our first examination in checking one year’s business we
found in shortages, diserepancies, errors and amounts illegally
drawn from county treasurers, amounts aggregating more than
four hundred thousand dollars. Fifty-one thousand dollars of this
amount was returned to county treasurers in cash. The greater
portion of the remainder was corrected on the records and the
llegal allowances were discontinued and the total will, therefore,
be saved in the future. From this it is evident that no one will
ever know the losses to the taxpayers of Iowa on account of there
being no provision for examination and supervision of the financial
affairs of counties. The most important development under this
law was the revelation of grossly irregular conditions in many
counties. We do mot believe the law ‘intended the department to
become a mere detective agency, but it certainly was expected
that where officials were guilty of improper acts, the investiga-
tions of the examiner would bring them to light and such has in
tact been the result. In such cases the attention of the attorney
general has been called to the conditions as by law required, and
in consequence indictments and convictions have resulted. We do
not undertake to prosecute, but the law requires us to report con-
ditions and this we have done. Yet the fact that the conditions
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which we reported have thus resulted in convictions has led the
publie, when suffering from official misconduct, to apply to this
department for relief and in many cases we have been able to
effect a remedy by persuading officials to better methods. Thus
the department has effected many improvements by instructing
officials who desire to do the right as well as by exercising a re-
straining influence on those who might otherwise become careless
or yield to temptation.

At the close of the examination in one county where the treas-
urer had kept no daily cash balance sheet, it was found that he
had failed to charge himself with some thirteen thousand dollars
of receipts. After a part of this diserepaney had been accounted
for by the treasurer, he found he was unable to liquidate the total
amount and committed suicide. Had this treasurer had an ade-
yuate accounting system showing at the close of business each day
the exact amount he should account for, he never would have per-
mitted himself to get into this embarrassing position, and in place
of filling a suicide’s grave, would have been saved to his family
and the community as a respected citizen. In a few other counties
indictments and convictions have been secured for eriminal prae-
tices but we are pleased to state the number has been exceedingly
small. In a number of other counties it was found that the boards
of supervisors were allowing illegal compensation to county offi-
cials ranging from a few hundred dollars to as high as two thou-
sand dollars per year. In one county the board had been allow-
ing the treasurer and sheriff illegal compensation to the amount
of about two thousand dollars per year during a period of over
thirty years making a total illegal outlay in the aggregate of over
sixty thousand dollars. Many other similar cases might be cited
had we the space.

COUNTY OFFICERS’ SALARIES.

Our first examination disclosed a great.lack of uniformity in
the salaries of county officers, In some counties the recorder was
receiving a greater salary than the auditor, treasurer or clerk of
the courts. The law then fixed the compensation of the county
treasurer at fifteen hundred dollars a year in all counties of the
state with a provision that the board of supervisors in all counties
above twenty-five thousand population could allow the treasurer
any additional compensation they might think proper. As a re-
sult the treasurers in some counties were drawing salaries of fif-
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teen or sixteen hundred dollars while in other counties of equal
population and volume of business the treasurer was drawing five
thousand dollars. The difference represents the difference of opin-
ion between an unduly economical board and one that was ex-
tremely liberal. In another county we found the treasurer was
receiving more compensation (not salary) than the treasurer of
the United States. The law fixing the salary of the sheriff was
so indefinite and admitted of so many interpretations that there
were very few sheriffs who were not retaining illegal compensa-
tion. In fact, that law in the last eighteen years has cost the tax-
payers of Iowa hundreds of thousands of dollars. As a result of
these investigations the last general assembly prepared bills which
were enacted into law fixing the salaries of the auditor, treasurer
and sheriff in every county in the state, making the salary of the
auditor and treasurer equal in the same county in all counties of
the state, thus raising the salary of the treasurer in some counties
and in counties where the treasurers were drawing from four to
five thousand dollars, salaries were reduced to from twenty-five
hundred to three thousand dollars. In almost all counties claims
were allowed by boards that were not itemized or sworn to as pro-
vided by statute. Great improvement has been made along this
line. In almost every county of the state, now, claims are being
carefully audited by the county auditors to see that they are
properly itemized, correctly added and contain no items that are
not legal charges against the county.

ILLEGAL REMISSION OF TAX.

I think in every county in the state, save one, the boards of
supervisors were remitting taxes for reasons other than those pro-
vided for by statute. In some counties'this was practiced very
sparingly and in others indiseriminately, but the loss in tax on
this account was not large, perhaps not to exceed twenty thou-
sand a year, but this practice has been almost entirely discon-
tinued and these amounts will be saved to the taxpayers in ‘the
future. We also find in some counties local boards of review and
boards of supervisors have been illegally exempting millions of
dollars worth of property from tax for periods ranging from ten
to twenty years for the purpose of encouraging manufacturers.

In the year 1915 we had over three millions of dollars of such
property placed upon the tax lists and in 1916 additional amounts
were discovered and added to the lists for both 1915 and 1916
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and a suit is now pending for the assessment of a plant at eight
million dollars which has been exempted in the past. This prop-
erty is all located in cities where the rate of tax ranges from
eighty to one hundred and twenty mills. A very conservative esti-
mate of the tax on this property would be sixty-five thousand dol-
lars annually, not including the eight-million dollar suit now
pending. This practice has been discontinued and this property
will bear its equal share of tax in the future. Another source of
loss is found in illegal deductions from the value of bank stock.
These deductions are not general throughout the state, but. are
found in about three-fourths of the counties though never more
than one-third of the banks in one county are found thus making
illegal deductions. From our experience, so far, the loss of tax
from this source has been in round numbers about sixty thousand
dollars annually or a total of $360,000.00 for the last six years
since the present law has been in force. This practice has also
been discontinued and these banks will be placed upon an equality
with other banks for taxation in the future.

COUNTY PRINTING.

Owing to the indefinite provisions of our statutes relating to
county printing, we found in most of the counties many disputes
between the editors of official papers and boards of supervisors
as to the things to be published, the form in which they should
be published and the legal price provided by statute. We, at
once, with the aid of the attorney general’s department and a
committee representing the official papers, prepared a schedule
of things to be published, prescribing the form in which they
should be published and the legal price to be charged and had same

printed in pamphlet form which not only had the effect of estab- .

lishing uniformity throughout the state in county printing, but
restored harmony and friendship between the publishers of offi-
cial_papers and boards of supervisors. The boards of SUpervisors,
not being practical printers, were not familiar with the rules for
measuring printing nor the prices to be paid and were in some
counties greatly imposed upon by printers. Also in many coun-
ties boards were not publishing things required by law. Many
instances might be cited but I will only stop to cite two as an
illustration. In one county the treasurer gave his semi-annual
report to the official papers in a much more extended form than
prescribed in our pamphlet. The two papers filed bills for the
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publication aggregating seven hundred and ten dollars. The
board, not being satisfied with the price, forwarded the bills to this
department for approval. After ficuring it in the form in which
it was published according to the rates set out in our pamphlet, it
only amounted to two hundred and forty-eight dollars, which
amount was allowed by the board and was accepted by the pub-
lishers. Had this report been published in legal form as set out
in our instructions, it would have cost the county about thirty
dollars in place of $248 or $710, the amount asked by the printers.
In another county the board paid $735 for the treasurer’s report
and $73 for the auditor’s report and $122 for the superintendent’s
report. It is needless to say that the board in these cases notified
the officers that if they failed to follow the form preseribed in the
future, they would be held liable for the difference. Many more
similar cases might be cited, but the following comparative list
will give a good idea of the gross diserimination in prices between
counties for things in common use by all.

Lowest Highest

Price Paid Price Paid

Printing ballota Der Mi.iisivedssssisiasssiascasne $ 6.82 $ 157.50
Board proceedings for one year.............ss00s 512.17 4,6560.00
Auditor’s financial report per page............... 15 6.38
Official notices per Hne.......ovevevverssoonmanes 031/3 .10
Toettor NOAGH POT I it it vaa viasieere il e sys s s ane:s s 2.50 10.49
Envelopes per M....cocoivssnnsessaeinisessesioshss 1.24 9.60
Bl heads por. Nl ceese v o st sl els s s sass e 2.50 16.00
Tak HIlE DOr PHED. . 0w ainn b vinas sy e s cantey .03 .31
Tax recelpta DEr M. s smsmes s st asesyesbieed e 5.46 47.29
ASSeBSOr'S rollg per M. ... c-viisbs-srminensvisaine 1.93 35.54
ASsesaor’S BOOKS, BACH (ol ik (i cassy aeassassiss s 1.08 8.76
Bar dockets POr DAEO. ««e:vas v wessslesoh v siesss .16 1.43
WAPTADLE OE VL »iws et mes i Siar a e s s e e 3.00 256.00

These illustrations demonstrate the gravity of the situation in
some counties. Most of these gross irregularities were uncovered
in the early history of the department and that the punishment
which followed had a salutary effect elsewhere is indicated by
the fact that these conditions are less common now than formerly.
The usual situation, however, is to find unlawful procedure which
does not reflect upon the honesty of the official but shows a dis-
position on the part of such officials to follow bad precedent or to
substitute personal judgment for the mandatory provisions of

law.
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STATEMENT OF FINDINGS.

Amounts Amounts

Due Counties  Recovered

In 1913 $ 61,000
In 1914 b+
In 1915 73,880
Total $697.321 $171,669

Annual savings to the public through the discontinuation of .
legal practices:
Treasurer's fallure to collect penalty on delinquent tax...... .. § 40,000.00
Illegal tax exemptions of manufacturing corporations. .. )
Illegal tax exemptions of banks and moneyed ecapital,
1llegal claims for compensatlon.........cooiiviunnn,

Loss of taxes through failure to preserve len...... sGE et e 50,000.00
L o e e SR e el A e T N e e et $265,000.00
Posted to wrong account and corrected by examiners.......... 94,500.00

You will note from the above that the irregularities found
have deereased each year and the recoveries have increased.

COST OF EXAMINATIONS.

The cost of these examinations runs in the ordinary connty from
#150 to $500, owing to their system of accounting and the condition
of their records, In fact we expeet to complete the work in the com
ing year with two and may be four less examiners than this year,
while prior to the establishment of this department some ordinary
eounties paid as high as thirty-two hundred dollars for one ex-
amination and as all counties were formerly checked or partially
checked by some one, it is evident that the cost was then equal to
or greater than it is now.

SPECIMENS OF IRREGULARITIES FOUND.

Most of the irregularities found do not affect the finances of
the county, yet in most of them unexpeeted contingencies might
arise which would cause them to subject the county to great loss.
The laws which they violate were intended to guard the county
against these unforeseen contingencies. A few of these irregu-
larities are here briefly mentioned.

Official bonds in & large number of cases are not properly exe-
euted, and in a few cases not even furnished as required by law.

‘Bonds of depository banks contain many irregularities which
might occasion loss in case the validity of the bond should be eon-
tested. In some eases bonds are not given at all, but most of the
irregularities are caused by the county officials not taking the
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steps preseribed by statute, The supreme conrt has held that this
is a statatory bond and unless the provisions of the statutes are
followed the bond is invalid. It frequently happens that the
amount which the treasurer had on deposit exceeds the amount
lie is permitted to deposit under the law and the resolution of the
board of supervisors.

Amounts are frequently posted to wrong accounts or paid to
districts or municipalitics not entitled to them, thus depriving
other districts or municipalities of funds to which they were en-
titled.

Confusion frequently results from officers mingling private
funds with office money. If they fail to receipt for money paid
in or take a voucher or receipt for money paid out, there is no
office record from which the eash discrepancy can be traced, and
the officer is inclined to believe the difference is due to his private
funds.

Bills have been allowed for supplies furnished to the poor which
were not ordered by the trustees or overseer for the poor.

Minutes of the board of supervisors are frequently not signed and
are therefore not legally authenticated as board proceedings.

Number of days for which payment will be allowed assessors
should be fixed by the board of supervisors, but frequently it is
not done.

School fund loans in many counties are in bad shape. Many
cases not examined by the board; many in which no abstracts of
title appear with the loan; some no notes given for the amounl
loaned ; some no mortgage; in many there was no appraisement
of the property; many of the notes are past due; in many cases
interest payments are allowed to drag along past the due date
without any additional interest charge as provided by law.

Many officers failed to keep a eash book and did not know how
they stood with the county funds.

In some cases the board of supervisors took the bridge money
from the county treasurer, deposited it in the banks in their own
names and drew it out on personal check to pay for bridge im-
provements.

County anditors have drawn money from the treasurer for elaims
allowed by the board, deposited it in the bank in their own name,
and paid claims against the county by personal check on this fund.
Clerks have done the same for court expense claims.
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UNIFORM SYSTEM OF ACCOUNTING.

The eounty sccounting law requires the auditor of state to pre-
seribe and install in all county offices a system of aceounts which
shall be uniform for accounts of the same elass. The work of pre-
seribing such a system is now nearly completed and has been in-
stalled in whole or in part in many counties. The work of instal-
Iation is proseeding as rapidly as possible, and as the officers be-
come accustomed to the system, they find it very satisfactory. It
makes the work of the office more efficient and materially reduces
the cost of the examinations, When these forms of accounting
are fully installed, we will be able to reduce the number of exam-
iners as we are now able to cheek many of the counties in one-
hialf of the time oceupied at the beginning of our work.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF CHANGES IN LAWS RELATING TO DUTIES
OF COUNTY OFFICERS.

The revenue laws shonld be entirely rewritten to eliminate all
conflicting provisions and to make them so plain that they will be
easily understood without any interpretation by the courts.

Provide for a county assessor.

Combine all eounty funds into one, and provide for a budget
and sppropriations same s is now provided for state and cities.

@ive officers actual and necessary expenses in lieu of mileage.

(ive the county nuditor authority to issue county warrants for
certain specified purposes under proper restrictions.

A salary law for the elerks similar to that now provided for
auditors and treasurers, also fix the salaries of recorders and super-
intendents,

Make eounty aunditor elerk of the commission of insanity in
place of the elerk of the distriet court,

Transfer jurisdiction in case of pensions for the blind. from the
clerk to the auditor,

Put claims for support for inmates at state and county institu-
tions on the same basis as that now provided for inmates at in-
sane hospitals.

Provide that cases of disputed residence of persons sent to state
institutions shall be determined in the same way as is now pro-
vided in the cases of insane, committed to the hospital for the insane,

Revise clerk’s fee list. 2

Revise sheriff's fee list.
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Confine jurisdietion of mayor's courts to cases not provided for
by state law, in other words to questions econcerning eity ordi-
nances only.

Provide that lien for taxes on personal property shall attach at
onee if owner intends to remove same from the county, and in the
case of stocks of goods when owner attempts to close them out at
retail or dispose of same in bulk.

PIGEST OF SALARIES AND FEES FOR COUNTY AND TOWNSHIP
OFFICERS.

One great source of error nnd irregularity is the misconception
of the laws governing the salaries and fees provided for official
services. We have long felt the need of a digest of the laws cov-
ering these matters and have begun the compilation of a book on
this subject which we hope to have ready for distribution shortly
after the adjournment of the Thirty-seventh general assembly.

As the county accounting department has developed, its efforts
to help county officials to a better understanding of the law gov-
erning their duties and to the installation of better systems of
accounting has led many officials to look to it for advice on all
matters pertaining to their respective offices. The knowledge we
Lave gained in our three years' experience in the work has en-
abled us to solve many perplexing problems of law and account-
ing for county officials and the eagerness with which they apply
to us for advice shows their appreciation of the help we have boen
able to render. While we may have made mistakes, we have tried
to do our best and know that much good has been accomplished,
We have tried to put aside personal ambition, have disregarded
partisan prejudice and have given our whole-hearted cfforts to
attain the highest efficiency possible for the department. We
foel that we can look with pride to the result secured and to the
fact that the worthy official regards us as a friend and helper.

The accompanying tables exhibit the financial transactions of
the counties of the state in detail, and as to each office is found
as shown by the examinations made for the year 1915.
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TABLE NO. 1—BOARDS OF SUPERVISORS.
Mileage and Expenses of Office and Total Cost for Year 1915.

Per Diem,
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TABLE NO. 5—SHERIFFS.
Salaries, Mileage, Board of Prisoners and Net Cost of Offic= for the Year 1915.
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COUNTY ACCOUNTING DEPARTMENT
1916.

and Expenditures for the Year 1915,

COUNTY HOMES,

11—

Including Income

TABLE NO.

Financial Statement
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TAB.E NO. 13—BOUNTIES AND DOMESTIC ANIMALS.

Statement & to Financial Transactions in These Funds for the Year 1915.
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TABLE NO. 14—

Statement as to Expenses in Care of

COUNTIES

Provisions

Medical aid

Buena Vista .
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s88) BRESH:
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@

Des Moines
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Fmmet
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2RB8: &
825
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COUNTY ACCOUNTING DEPARTMENT

59
CARE OF THE POOR,
the Poor Outside of County Homes, 1915.
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COUNTY EXPENSES.

15—MISCELLANEOUS

TABLE NO.

Payments for Special Purposes Out of

County Funds for the Year 1915.
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Drainage Taxes, Fines and Forfeitures, Care of Patlents in State Institutions,

o

TABLE NO. 16.—COUNTY TREASURERS' RECEIPTS.

Financial Statement of Tax Levies

Care of Patients in County Institutions, Miscellaneous and Total.
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TABLE NO. 17.—COUNTY TREASURERS' DISBURSEMENTS.

Statement of State, Miscellaneous County, County Bridge, County Road, Townships, Schools, Cities and Towns, Mis-

cellaneous and Total.
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