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In the report
finding 1 : The Board of Ethics’ Insufficient Authority and Role
May Impact the City’s Ethical Environment

1. First, we noted several gaps in the board’s designated authority “to

hear inquiries or complaints and issue findings and recommendations
regarding alleged violations.”

ABOUT | Adopted in 1965,
the city’s Code of Ethics,
passed by City Council,
defines what actions are
allowed and which actions
would breach the public trust.
The Board of Ethics is
made up of five volunteer
members and an executive
director. The board operates
under authority granted by
Denver’s Code of Ethics and
meets monthly to hear requests for advisory opinions,
to screen complaints, and
to issue findings for alleged
violations of the ethics code.
The Clerk and Recorder’s
Office accepts and publishes gift disclosures on their
website.
Government ethics focuses
on the importance of serving
the public interest — not the
interests of elected officials
or government employees
or their relatives, friends, or
business associates.

• The board cannot accept anonymous reports of ethical complaints.
Complainants must identify themselves by providing personal information on the board’s formal complaint form, and because the subject of
the complaint also gets a copy of it, they know the filer’s identity, too.
Allowing anonymous reporting is a key element of any effective ethics
program, according to several leading practices — including the practices of other city, county, and state ethics programs we looked at.
• The board cannot impose sanctions for ethical violations, and it is not
often informed of the ethics violations reported to city agencies.
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Effect of Anonymity on Reporting Ethics Complaints

WOULD FILE A COMPLAINT,
BUT PREFER HAVING
AN ANONYMOUS OPTION

30%

LESS LIKELY TO FILE
A COMPLAINT

27%

WOULD FILE
A COMPLAINT

17%

WOULD NOT
FILE A
COMPLAINT

16%

UNSURE

10%

City employees surveyed were not required to answer all 13 survey questions. For this question (”If your name
would be provided to the individual who is the subject of your complaint, would this inﬂuence your decision
to report unethical behaivor?”), 3,649 individuals responded.
Source: Auditor’s Office analysis of citywide ethics survey results.
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Several leading practices recommend ethics
boards should have enforcement authority, but
in Denver, enforcing sanctions is exclusively up
to agency management, which is not required to
follow the board’s decisions on ethics violations.
• Neither the board nor its executive director
self-initiate investigations; they initiate investigations only when they receive a complaint
— even though the ethics code allows “any
person” to file a complaint.
When known ethical concerns go unreported
because the Board of Ethics does not initiate
an investigation without receiving a complaint, that lack of investigation by the board
may cast doubt on the board’s effectiveness to
enforce the ethics code.

2. Our second subfinding noted the Board of

and procedures for documenting potential
improvements to the ethics code.
Further, the board’s only guiding document
outside the ethics code — its rules of procedure — was inconsistent with the ethics code
in some important areas, such as time frames
for requesting a waiver, notification requirements for advisory opinions, and conditions
for recusal.

2. The city’s formal ethics training is infrequent

and is not customized to the various responsibilities and roles of city personnel. Additionally,
the board’s website is not optimized to ensure
it educates the public, government employees,
and elected officials about the city’s ethics
program; it contains broken links and incorrect
or missing information.

finding 3 : The City Did Not Ensure Full

Ethics is not adequately informed of and
incorporated into the city’s ethics program.
We found the board has limited access and
performs minimal analysis of the city’s
ethics-related data.

Compliance with Rules for City Officials’
Semiannual Gift Disclosures

1. Not all elected officers and their appointees
submitted the required disclosures by the
deadline.

finding 2 : The Board of Ethics Can In-

crease Its Impact and Effectiveness
through Addressing Operational Risks and
through More Outreach

2. The level of review applied to these gift dis-

closures was insufficient, and as a result, the
city may not be able to determine whether city
officials accepted unallowable gifts, and it
may not be able to take action to remedy such
noncompliance.

1. Auditors found the board does not have

adequate and up-to-date policies and procedures that enable the board to effectively and
efficiently fulfill its objectives. We identified
three specific policies and procedures that
were missing: procedures for the recusal of
board members and the executive director,
guidance on records retention and security,

3. The Clerk and Recorder’s Office has restrict-

ed public access to gift disclosures for about
two months every year. Restricting access is
not permitted by city ordinance and reduces
transparency to Denver residents.

Employees’ Responses to Areas in Need of Improvement
Elected ofﬁcials’ commitment to ethics

1,454 (49%)

Agency leadership’s commitment to ethics

1,321 (44%)

Accessibility of information and guidance

1,182 (40%)

Training

715 (24%)

Readability of rules
Team’s commitment to ethics
Ethics handbook
Other

696 (23%)
476 (16%)
465 (16%)
395 (13%)

City employees surveyed were not required to answer all 13 survey questions. For this question, 2,975 individuals responded.
Respondents could select more than one answer.
Source: Auditor’s Office analysis of citywide ethics survey results.
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