
 
IN SEARCH OF EXCELLENCE - AN INQUIRY INTO  

NEVADA COUNTY GOVERNMENT    

REASON FOR INVESTIGATION  

Based upon a citizen complaint and numerous local newspaper articles, the Grand Jury learned that 
many of Nevada County s department heads and directors have left County employment during the 
last three years.  Some left due to politics and alleged micro-management of budgets and personnel 
by the County Executive Officer (CEO) and/or members of the Board of Supervisors (BOS). The 
Grand Jury was also aware that recent County reorganizations have resulted in merged departments 
and fewer department heads in an attempt to improve operating efficiencies, minimize layoffs, and 
shift employees to departments having vacancies.    

In our role as watchdog for the public, the Grand Jury is concerned about the effectiveness of County 
management in key areas that affect the delivery of County services, employee performance and 
employee retention.  

 METHOD OF INVESTIGATION  

The Grand Jury interviewed current and former County staff, department heads and directors, 
members of the Board of Supervisors, the CEO and members of his staff. The Grand Jury also 
reviewed the 2002 Nevada County Compensation Study, the County Personnel Policies, personnel 
statistics, previous and current County Organization Charts. As an additional source of information, 
the Grand Jury reviewed the 2003 - 2004 El Dorado County Grand Jury Report on County 
Government (http://www.co.el-dorado.ca.us/grandjury/pdf_2003-2004/GrandJuryFinalReport.pdf). 
   

  BACKGROUND  

COUNTY EXECUTIVE OFFICE 
According to the Nevada County Website (http://new.mynevadacounty.com/ceo/), the County 
Executive Office is to effectively manage the resources generated by the people of Nevada County 
by providing strong leadership and promoting successful working relationships between the Board of 
Supervisors, the public and the staff. Among other functions, the County Executive Office gives 
administrative direction to County departments, develops and monitors the budget, recommends 
spending increases or reductions as necessary, and provides review and development of County 
appointed department heads.  

BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 
The County Website (http://new.mynevadacounty.com/boardofsupervisors/index.cfm?ccs=616) 
states that the Board of Supervisors is the legislative and executive body of county government 
elected on a nonpartisan basis. Among other functions, the BOS is responsible for seeing that all 
Federal and State mandated functions are properly discharged, determining the annual budget 
allocation, providing for the compensation of all County officials and employees, and providing 
policy direction to the CEO for the operation and administration of County departments.    

http://www.co.el-dorado.ca.us/grandjury/pdf_2003-2004/GrandJuryFinalReport.pdf
http://new.mynevadacounty.com/ceo/
http://new.mynevadacounty.com/boardofsupervisors/index.cfm?ccs=616


  
       FINDINGS  

1. In the last few years, a large number of well qualified and highly respected employees at the  
department and director level have left County employment for a variety of reasons. Some simply 
retired.  But others have left because of their job-related involvement with County projects that 
became politically unpopular, some because of their treatment by individual members of the 
Board of Supervisors, and some for better opportunities, career growth, and similar reasons. In 
some cases, terminations and resignations become blurred.  Forced separations are usually 
handled as resignations by mutual agreement of both parties.  Severance packages are generally 
contingent upon a signed Letter of Confidentiality.

  

2. Reacting to county budget constraints over the last two years, 82 positions were eliminated.  
Many employees were relocated to other departments, resulting in the lay off of only one staff 
member.  

3. The County has developed a succession plan in anticipation of the fact that approximately 50% of  
the county workforce will be eligible to retire in 2006.  

4. Numerous sources confirm that in recent years, members of the Board of Supervisors have   
publicly criticized and demeaned department heads during BOS meetings.   

5.  Some employees have reported feeling vulnerable and fearful of losing their jobs whenever there 
is a change in the BOS majority because current and former CEOs have not always acted as a 
buffer between the BOS and County department heads.  

6.  Neglect of crucial fiscal matters in at least one department in the past was eventually discovered 
through a change in leadership and corrected by Administration staff.   

7.  In recent years there were problems in some departments leadership and mentoring, resulting in 
the breakdown of staff morale, internal communications and cooperation.  

8.  Some recent staff turnover is a direct result of a few department heads and managers who do not 
adequately manage, who refuse or are unable to make decisions, and who continue to pass off 
taking action regarding problem personnel under their supervision. This management deficiency 
continues to result in questionable terminations and evaluations, staff infighting, low morale, and 
adverse impacts on service delivery to the public.  

9. Some employees have felt it necessary to contact their union to express their grievances due to 
lack of management response.  

10.  In the last two years, performance evaluations of department heads and above are being 
conducted by the CEO with increasing involvement by the Director of Human Resources (HR) to 
help assess leadership, mentoring and department morale.      



   
    CONCLUSIONS  

1. Mechanisms are now in place through the CEO s fiscal analysts to discover financial 
management shortcomings and assist department heads to correct them. Nevada County 
Government appears to be operating on a sound fiscal basis. The CEO, department heads and 
staff are to be commended for their hard work in streamlining many of the County s Departments.   

2. A climate of fear exists when employees see managers being publicly demeaned by  
BOS members, high level employees leaving in significant numbers, and what they perceive as 
micro-management occurring.  Recent incidents have also left an impression that lack of 
managerial expertise and oversight have allowed personnel problems and service delivery 
shortcomings to remain un-addressed, thus fostering an uncomfortable work environment.   

       RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. The success of the enterprise of County Government depends upon the hard work of each County 
employee. Every effort should be made by the Board of Supervisors (BOS) to value each 
employee, to help them progress on their career paths, to shield them from divisive County 
politics, to provide meaningful and timely performance evaluations, and to continue to award them 
with adequate compensation in relation to their peers in surrounding counties  

2. The BOS should develop a professional working relationship with the CEO whereby the CEO is 
recognized as the appropriate designated interface and buffer

 

between the BOS and County 
department heads in matters of Board approved programs, policies, personnel, and organizational 
matters.    

3.  The BOS should adopt and practice a policy of treating department heads and other employees  
with respect and dignity during public meetings.    

4.  The BOS should adopt a policy which prevents members of the Board from exerting undue 
influence or otherwise encouraging the resignation of County employees who have been involved 
with politically unpopular programs but who are professionally competent and willing to adjust to 
new direction.   

5.  The BOS should direct the CEO to require all department heads and managers to get information 
from HR regarding the status, morale, and general performance of the employees in their 
department before conducting the periodic evaluations of supervisory employees.  

6.  As part of succession planning, the BOS should direct the CEO to ensure that all department 
heads encourage and facilitate broad participation by interested employees in the planned 
program of leadership training and hands on opportunities to exercise management and 
supervision skills.   

7.  The BOS should direct the CEO to weigh performance evaluations for supervisors, managers, and 
directors more heavily toward their ability to manage their subordinates, to encourage their 
professional growth, and to motivate them to excellence in the performance of their job. 



 
8.  The BOS should direct the CEO to ask department heads to encourage their managers and 

supervisors to conduct the interim performance review of probationary employees in addition to 
the mandatory 3 and 6 month reviews where this might help retain skilled employees new to our 
county government culture.  

9.  Elimination of positions, transfers and department reorganizations were valid responses to tight  
fiscal times, but the BOS should direct the CEO to be attentive to the effect on delivery of 
essential services to the public as staffing decisions are made, particularly as finances improve in 
the future.      

       REQUIRED RESPONSES  

Nevada County Board of Supervisors  June 22,2005 
















