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Synopsis
In December 2019, the Office of the Washington State Auditor published an audit that exposed misappropriation
at the Pierce County Housing Authority, committed by the long-serving Finance Director, Cova Campbell.
Between March 2016 and July 2019, Campbell misappropriated more than $6.9 million in public funds using
primarily three schemes:
1. Wired Housing Authority funds directly from the Authority’s bank account to her personal bank account
and to other vendors that personally benefited her
2. Changed the ACH bank information for commonly used vendors to her own bank account
3. Used Housing Authority credit cards to make personal purchases
The suspicious activity was discovered by the Auditor’s Office while conducting a routine financial statement audit.
An auditor noticed an unusual wire transfer for $275,000 to an out-of-state bank and a $200,000 wire to an out-ofstate title company. These transfers seemed unusual based on the auditor’s expectation for the Housing Authority.
When asked, Campbell said the wires were to purchase investments, but that she cancelled them after realizing the
Board had not approved the purchases. This explanation was inconsistent with the bank statements, and did not
explain additional wire transfers made in following months.
Because the explanations offered did not satisfactorily explain the wire transfers, the auditor decided to consult
with the Office’s Fraud Team. Their work subsequently exposed inappropriate actions that led auditors to outof-state property purchases, multiple wire transfers and personal credit card use. This was the biggest misappropriation involving a Washington local government in the last 25 years, and likely the largest in state history.

Methodology used to uncover and investigate the issue
The discovery of this misappropriation is an excellent example of applying professional skepticism during an audit.
To follow up on her initial concerns, the auditor researched the bank and title companies involved in the suspicious
wire transfers. Upon learning they were based in Oklahoma, and that Campbell’s spouse lived in that state, the
auditor searched the county’s publically available assessor records. After identifying land purchases made in
Campbell’s name in the same months as the wire transfers, for roughly the same dollar amounts, the team opened
an official fraud investigation. Further investigative activities included:
• Obtaining subpoenas for Campbell’s bank account information to determine the number, dollar amount, and
type of deposits from the Housing Authority into her accounts
• Obtaining subpoenas for other businesses and institutions benefitting from the wire transfers, to determine
whether transfers were appropriate
• Analyzing vendor trends and cleared checks for potential personal purchases. For example, inquiries revealed
Campbell had purchased heavy equipment and vehicles. Auditors looked for the record of such purchases in
the Housing Authority’s records.
• Examining ACH payments to vendors for possible diversion to Campbell’s bank account
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Significance of the matter on entity’s services and the financial outcome
The Housing Authority has an annual budget of about $34 million and its financial condition has been declining,
with a decrease in net position each year from 2015 through 2018. Further, the Authority carried only $500,000
in insurance against losses from employee theft. The loss of $6.9 million could greatly hinder the Authority’s
ability to provide urgently needed housing services to low income and homeless residents of Pierce County,
about 5,100 households annually. It does not have the power to levy taxes and must rely upon its ability to issue
bonds, collect rent from residents and receive financial assistance from federal, state and local governments for
its continued operations.

Unique outcomes or other changes
During Campbell’s deposition as part of the Housing Authority’s own legal action to place liens on her property,
she accused the Authority’s Executive Director of pressuring her into misappropriating funds and sharing
the proceeds with him in cash. The Authority placed the Executive Director on administrative leave pending
further investigation. This meant the audit team had to quickly develop a relationship with a new audit liaison
and conduct procedures to determine whether any of the misappropriation could be assigned to the Executive
Director. Testing included obtaining the Director’s bank statements in real time (watching him print directly
from his bank’s website), conducting interviews and examining Campbell’s bank statements. Our results showed
no evidence to support her accusations against the Executive Director.

Usefulness of the forensic report to law enforcement and the management
of government
The results of the investigation were immediately forwarded to the Office of Inspector General for the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the FBI, which is conducting its own criminal
investigation into the case. The Housing Authority brought in its own legal counsel immediately after we
notified it of the potential loss. Auditors provided written declarations to help the Authority secure liens against
Campbell’s property and assets. This improved the odds of eventually recovering some of the misappropriated
funds. The lawsuit stated: “These schemes could not have been discovered without the actions of the State
Auditor’s team.”

Clarity and conciseness of communication style
The report was written in journalistic style, designed to tell the high-level story of the audit results. Because of
the large sum of money involved, we also took the unusual step of holding a press conference to share the audit
results with the public. That conference was live-streamed on our Office’s social media channels.

Focus of the recommendations on addressing and preventing the issue
in the future
The Housing Authority had numerous control weaknesses that gave Campbell unchecked access to Authority
funds and accounts, including credit cards and wire transfer capabilities. Rather than writing generic
recommendations, such as “improve internal controls,” we gave the Authority a list of detailed recommendations
to help it strategically rebuild its internal control structure and prevent further losses in the future.

Results of the engagement
The Housing Authority’s board fired Campbell and filed a lawsuit seeking to recoup misappropriated funds. The
Authority also contracted with an accounting firm for assistance, using guidance from the audit team during the
audit. By the time of the exit conference, the Authority had already begun to improve controls.
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Fraud Investigation Report

Pierce County Housing Authority
For the investigation period January 1, 2015 through July 17, 2019

Published December 16, 2019
Report No. 1025349

Office of the Washington State Auditor
Pat McCarthy
December 16, 2019
Board of Commissioners
Pierce County Housing Authority
Tacoma, Washington

Report on Fraud Investigation
Attached is the official report on a misappropriation at the Pierce County Housing Authority. In
July 2019, our regularly scheduled financial statement audit detected a potential loss of public
funds.
This report contains the results of our investigation of the former Finance Director’s unallowable
activities at the Housing Authority from March 18, 2016 through July 17, 2019. The purpose of
our investigation was to determine if a misappropriation had occurred.
Our investigation was performed under the authority of state law (RCW 43.09.260) and included
procedures we considered necessary under the circumstances.
If you are a member of the media and have questions about this report, please contact Director of
Communications Kathleen Cooper at (360) 902-0470. Otherwise, please contact Fraud
Investigation Manager Sarah Walker at (509) 454-3621.

Pat McCarthy
State Auditor
Olympia, WA
cc: Elinor Ottey, Acting Executive Director

Insurance Building, P.O. Box 40021  Olympia, Washington 98504-0021  (360) 902-0370  Pat.McCarthy@sao.wa.gov

FRAUD INVESTIGATION REPORT
Investigation Summary
During a regularly scheduled audit, we identified unusual bank transfers from the Pierce County
Housing Authority’s (Housing Authority) bank account. We investigated and determined the
former Finance Director misappropriated $6,948,277 of public funds between March 18, 2016,
and July 17, 2019.
The Housing Authority has filed a report with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development Office of Inspector General, which are
investigating this case. We will refer this report to both agencies.

Background and Investigation Results
The Pierce County Housing Authority provides housing opportunities for eligible individuals in
Pierce County. The Housing Authority owns and manages nine apartment complexes and provides
housing assistance through the Low Income Public Housing program. The Housing Authority’s
operating expenses were roughly $33.9 million in 2018, which includes $23.2 million of housing
assistance payments. The Housing Authority’s former Finance Director started working for the
Housing Authority in 1998, was responsible for overseeing Housing Authority finances, and
supervised between five and eight people.
While performing a regularly scheduled audit of the Housing Authority’s 2018 activity, we noticed
three wire transfers totaling $635,000 from the Housing Authority’s bank account to a title
company and a bank that was not on the Housing Authority’s list of banks it used. We inquired
with the Finance Director about two of the transfers, and she said they were investment purchases
that she later canceled.
When contacted, the bank confirmed the Housing Authority did not have an account there.
Additionally, the title company is based in Oklahoma, and an online search of County Assessor
information in Oklahoma showed the Finance Director purchased property for the same dollar
amount and in the same month as the wire transfers to the title company. We also reviewed the
Housing Authority’s 2019 bank records and identified several wire transfers listing the Finance
Director, by name, as the beneficiary.
The Housing Authority placed the Finance Director on administrative leave on August 2, 2019,
after our audit uncovered these irregularities, and fired her effective August 8, 2019.
One week later, we obtained a court order authorizing the issuance of a subpoena for the former
Finance Director’s personal bank account records. We found 10 additional wire transfers totaling
$3.05 million from the Housing Authority’s bank account to the Finance Director’s personal
account between January 2019 and July 2019.
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In addition to the wire transfers, we found 78 Automated Clearing House (ACH)1 transactions
totaling $3,237,712 from the Housing Authority’s bank account to the Finance Director’s personal
account between July 2016 and February 2019. The Housing Authority pays several vendors
through ACH instead of issuing a check. As we traced these transactions, we determined the
Finance Director had created invoices to appear they were from legitimate Housing Authority
vendors, and then changed the bank payment information to redirect the payments to her own
personal account.
Finally, to determine if any additional misappropriations occurred, we examined systems to which
the former Finance Director had access, including credit cards. We found she used the Housing
Authority’s credit card for personal purchases totaling $25,565 between March 2016 and
April 2016.
In total, the former Finance Director misappropriated $6,948,277 as shown in the table below:
Type

2016

2017

2018

2019

Total

Automated Clearing
House (ACH)
payments

$387,604

$1,272,871

$1,316,477

$260,760

$3,237,712

Wire transfers to
Finance Director’s
bank account

$0

$0

$0

$3,050,000

$3,050,000

Wire transfers to
title company and
out-of-state bank

$0

$0

$635,000

$0

$635,000

Credit card
payments

$25,565

$0

$0

$0

$25,565

Total

$413,169

$1,272,871

$1,951,477

$3,310,760

$6,948,277

The former Finance Director acknowledged responsibility for the misappropriation in a recorded
deposition on October 10, 2019, a written declaration she subsequently filed with a court, and a
November 25, 2019, interview with state auditors. However, she said her supervisor, the Housing

1

An Automated Clearinghouse (ACH) payment is an electronic money transfer made through the Automated
Clearinghouse – a network of banks that are batching transactions between them. In contrast, a wire transfer is an
individual transaction, electronically moving money from one bank account to another. Banks tend to charge a fee for
wire transfers and as such, many entities reserve wire transfers for large, infrequent electronic payments, while using
ACH for smaller, frequent payments such as payroll direct deposits.
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Authority Executive Director, pressured her into the scheme and directed her to give him a portion
of the misappropriated funds in cash.
We interviewed the Executive Director on October 22, 2019, examined his personal bank records,
and performed additional tests in response to the former Finance Director’s statements. We did not
find any evidence that indicates the Executive Director was involved in, or benefitted from, the
misappropriation. We did find evidence that contradicts some of the statements the former Finance
Director made in her deposition. Further, we found a correlation between withdrawals from her
account and 46 subsequent parcel shipments to a man in Oklahoma who is now her husband. These
shipments occurred on the same day as the withdrawals or within a week thereafter, and started
with her first large cash withdrawal. In our interview, the former Finance Director said she was
mailing personal items, and that the timing must have been a coincidence.

Control Weaknesses
The Housing Authority did not have adequate internal controls to safeguard public resources. We
found the following weaknesses allowed the misappropriation to occur:


The Finance Director had full access to all systems and had wire transfer capability with
little to no oversight or monitoring of her activities.



At the time of the audit, the Housing Authority had 13 bank/fiduciary accounts. The
number of accounts made it more difficult to monitor transactions and reconcile accounts.



The Finance Director did not consistently provide adquate financial information to the
Board of Commissioners so it could monitor operations.



Staff members who reconciled bank statements focused solely on the cleared dollar
amounts, not on the vendors or the nature of the transactions.



ACH payments are processed in batches, not individually, and show up as a batched dollar
amount on the Housing Authority’s bank statements. Further, journal entries to record the
batches in the accounting system were confusing and not always entered in a timely
manner.



Reviewers did not have the expertise to fully understand and review ACH payments, nor
did they have firsthand knowledge of vendor or employee bank account numbers to
recognize when payments were diverted to the former Finance Director’s bank account.



Housing Authority finance staff told us the Housing Authority’s software systems were not
optimal for operations, so they used a second software system for certain functions. These
duplicate systems made it easier for the Finance Director to conceal transactions.

 The Accounts Payable Clerk reconciled all credit card activity, including the Finance
Director’s credit card. However, the Finance Director supervised the Clerk, and directed
the Clerk to forward any questions about credit card activity to her.
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Recommendations
We recommend the Housing Authority re-evaluate and strengthen its internal control systems.
Specifically, the Housing Authority should:


Increase monitoring of all financial transactions processed by the Finance Director and
bank statement activity



Evaluate each employee’s job responsibilities along with their accounting system and bank
account permissions, then restrict access and segregate duties when needed, and
implement robust monitoring of these functions



Limit wire transfer capabilities and consider requiring dual authorizations



Train employees on how to conduct a meaningful review of financial information, such as
journal entries, bank statements, and ACH payments



Re-evaluate the software systems it uses



Close unnecessary bank accounts

The misappropriation caused a $6.9 million loss, while the Housing Authority had just $500,000
in employee theft insurance coverage. We recommend the Housing Authority evaluate its
insurance and performance bond coverages to better protect itself in the future.
We also recommend the Housing Authority seek recovery of the misappropriated $6,948,277 and
related investigation costs of $83,638 from the former Finance Director and/or its insurance
bonding company, as appropriate. Any compromise or settlement of this claim by the Housing
Authority must be approved in writing by the Attorney General and State Auditor, as directed by
state law (RCW 43.09.260). Assistant Attorney General Matthew Kernutt is the contact person for
the Attorney General’s Office and can be reached at (360) 586-0740 or mattk1@atg.wa.gov. The
contact for the Office of the Washington State Auditor is Brandi Pritchard, Assistant Director of
Local Audit and Special Investigations, who can be reached at (360) 489-4591 or
Brandi.Pritchard@sao.wa.gov.

Housing Authority’s Response
Thank you for providing the Pierce County Housing Authority the opportunity to review and
respond to the State Auditor's Office (SAO) investigation Report No. 1025349
Pierce County Housing Authority (PCHA) is committed to ensuring that all necessary controls are
implemented to protect both PCHA’s and the public’s assets. PCHA has reviewed this report and
agrees with all the recommendations presented by the State Auditor’s Office.
Upon notification of the fraud by the Office of the Washington State Auditor, PCHA has supported
and cooperated with the investigative process and law enforcement while acting with civil
attorneys to secure assets and prevent further loss.
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The Housing Authority’s goal was to ensure that programs and services remained available to
members of the Pierce County community throughout this process; that PCHA obligations were
met, and; to implement corrective actions as soon as possible as the investigative process unfolded
and actions informed.
Specifically, PCHA took the following actions:
Immediately placed the finance director on administrative leave while the investigation was
implemented.
Terminated the former finance director’s employment as soon as it became clear that she had
perpetrated the fraud.
Eliminated the former finance director’s access to all PCHA accounts and systems
Hired civil attorneys who filed a temporary restraining order preventing the former finance
director from disposing of assets in both Pierce County and Oklahoma. A preliminary injunction
was obtained in both jurisdictions.
Restricted access to all banking and other financial systems. After assessing access needs by job
function, limited access was restored to select staff.
Placed the Executive Director on administrative leave for investigation of allegations regarding
fraud.
Contracted with a nationally recognized firm with deep knowledge and understanding of public
housing authorities to conduct a compete assessment of current financial processes and
procedures and to implement strong internal control systems in the agency’s financial systems,
including:


System of review for all financial transactions pre and post processing by both finance and
executive staff



Dual review of bank statements by executive staff



Restriction of wire transfer capabilities and limits on amounts allowed in a single transfer



Implementation of dual approval procedures for all wire transfers



Ongoing training for finance staff, executive staff and board members on review of journal
entries, bank statements, and ACH payments



Collaboration with software provider to expand the current system’s capabilities or
transition to more appropriate financial software



Identification of bank accounts needed to avoid co-mingling restricted funds and
eliminating all unnecessary accounts.
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The Housing Authority will seek recovery of the misappropriated $6,948,277 and related
investigation costs of $83,638 from the former Finance Director and/or its insurance bonding
company, as appropriate.
The Housing Authority will implement all necessary controls to protect both PCHA’s and the
public’s assets and integrate ongoing oversight and monitoring to assure those controls are
maintained over time. The Housing Authority staff, management and Board of Commissioners
are dedicated to our mission of safe, clean and affordable housing. We will make every effort to
re-build the trust and confidence of our housing clients, landlords, renters and our community to
fulfill that mission.
We thank the SAO for their calm professionalism and deft touch displayed while working with the
Housing Authority during the investigation. The Authority was able to maintain our administration
of public housing funds and affordable rental properties, keeping fellow citizens in their homes,
making payments to our landlords and maintaining our facilities.

Auditor’s Remarks
We thank Housing Authority officials and personnel for their assistance and cooperation during
the investigation.
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ABOUT THE STATE AUDITOR’S OFFICE
The State Auditor's Office is established in the state's Constitution and is part of the executive
branch of state government. The State Auditor is elected by the citizens of Washington and serves
four-year terms.
We work with our audit clients and citizens to achieve our vision of government that works for
citizens, by helping governments work better, cost less, deliver higher value, and earn greater
public trust.
In fulfilling our mission to hold state and local governments accountable for the use of public
resources, we also hold ourselves accountable by continually improving our audit quality and
operational efficiency and developing highly engaged and committed employees.
As an elected agency, the State Auditor's Office has the independence necessary to objectively
perform audits and investigations. Our audits are designed to comply with professional standards
as well as to satisfy the requirements of federal, state, and local laws.
Our audits look at financial information and compliance with state, federal and local laws on the
part of all local governments, including schools, and all state agencies, including institutions of
higher education. In addition, we conduct performance audits of state agencies and local
governments as well as fraud, state whistleblower and citizen hotline investigations.
The results of our work are widely distributed through a variety of reports, which are available on
our website and through our free, electronic subscription service.
We take our role as partners in accountability seriously, and provide training and technical
assistance to governments, and have an extensive quality assurance program.

Contact information for the State Auditor’s Office
Public Records requests PublicRecords@sao.wa.gov
Main telephone (360) 902-0370
Toll-free Citizen Hotline (866) 902-3900
Website www.sao.wa.gov
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Audit uncovers $6.9M fraud scheme by former Pierce
County Housing Authority employee
knkx.org/post/audit-uncovers-69m-fraud-scheme-former-pierce-county-housing-authority-employee
By Kari Plog, Ed Ronco, Kari Plog

The State Auditor’s Office released a fraud report Monday morning detailing $6.9 million in
misappropriated funds within the Pierce County Housing Authority (PCHA). It’s believed to
be the largest misappropriation on record in the state, propagated by the authority's former
finance director.
PCHA helps provide clean, affordable housing for more than 4,000 low-income people each
year. It’s a steward of state, federal and private dollars with an annual budget of roughly $34
million.
“It is a shameful, shameful breach of trust,” State Auditor Pat McCarthy said, during a news
conference at the Pierce County Library administrative center, a few miles from the housing
authority headquarters. “It was accomplished by deliberately circumventing accountability
safeguards.”
Cova Campbell, PCHA’s former finance director, was terminated in August after a routine
audit uncovered several hundred thousand dollars in unauthorized wire transfers from the
organization to her personal bank account. After a monthslong review, Monday's report
concluded that Campbell misappropriated a total of $6,948,277 in public funds between
March 2016 and July 2019.
“She had full access to all financial systems with little oversight," McCarthy told reporters
Monday.
PCHA has filed a report with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development Office of Inspector General, which are investigating this
case, according to the state and the housing authority.
The authority also filed a lawsuit against Campbell and her husband, Mark, in Pierce County
Superior Court, accusing the couple of using those funds for personal purchases, including
real estate in Oklahoma where Mark Campbell resides. Auditors discovered attempts by the
Campbells to hide their activities, including falsifying accounts and invoices, according to
court documents.
“These schemes could not have been discovered without the actions of the State Auditor’s
team,” the lawsuit states.
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The state’s fraud report has been forwarded to the FBI and the HUD Office of Inspector
General. In an email to KNKX, the Seattle FBI field office did not confirm or deny a federal
investigation.
“The FBI is aware of the allegations but is not able to provide any further information,”
wrote Steve Bernd, of the agency's Seattle public affairs division.
A spokesman for the inspector general didn't immediately respond to an email request for
comment.
The state also released financial and accountability audits, which both include findings
based on what's detailed in the fraud report as well as court documents.
Of the $6.9 million in misappropriated funds, the state's report shows nearly $3.7 million
was wire transferred to either Campell's personal bank account or a title company and outof-state bank. Wire fraud is a federal crime that carries a sentence of up to 20 years in prison
and fines of up to $250,000 for individuals.
In October, Pierce County Superior Court Judge Kitty-Ann van Doorninck ordered a freeze on
the Campbells’ bank and retirement accounts, blocking them from transferring funds or
selling assets while PCHA attempts to recoup what it lost.
The audit report released Monday states the authority's insurance policy only covers
$500,000 in losses resulting from employee theft.
In court documents, Cova Campbell took full responsibility for the criminal activity, saying
she intends to make full restitution. However, she claims her former boss, PCHA Executive
Director Charlie Gray, orchestrated the scheme. She says Gray, who was disappointed with
her work performance, requested Campbell divert funds into a private account and give
them to him in exchange for her continued employment.
Court documents provide this account of the series of events:
Sarah Walker, a fraud investigation manager for the state, said her office identified “a
significant number” of wire transfers made by Cova Campbell during a routine audit of the
housing authority in July.
In her formal declaration filed in October, Walker said the office reviewed bank statements
from January 2017 to August of this year and identified additional unusual transfers. The
amounts were significant: two for $275,000, one totaling half a million, and another for
$150,000.
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Upon further review, the auditor discovered those transfers happened around the same
time that Cova and Mark Campbell purchased property in Wagoner County, Oklahoma —
with values ranging from $200,000 to $500,000.
The State Auditor’s Office also identified losses related to vendor payments between January
2015 and July 2019.
“We established the payments in question were deposited into Cova Campell’s (Hunter)
personal bank account instead of the named vendor,” according to Walker’s declaration.
The state also identified and reviewed other “risky” vendor payments.
“These records showed a complex scheme involving multiple vendors being used to divert
public funds into a personal bank account,” court records state, in amounts ranging from
roughly $61,000 to just under $140,000.
Campbell says she’s “deeply remorseful” of her actions, though insists that further review of
the executive director’s involvement in the scheme will reduce her liability. She says she
faced “extreme pressure” from Gray to divert money between 2016 and 2019.
Campbell claims Gray’s plan was to take funds used for maintenance on apartments owned
by PCHA and use fake invoices from existing vendors, according to court documents, before
transferring funds into Campbell’s personal bank account. She says he allowed her to keep
some of the money so long as his request was fulfilled.
She also claims Gray showed her how to alter PDF invoices, asked her to hold the funds in
her account while he gauged any potential suspicions from board members, and instructed
her to send cash through confidential interoffice mail.
The organization placed Gray on administrative upon learning of Campbell’s allegations. He
remains on leave while the federal investigations are ongoing. Elinor Ottey is serving as the
interim director.
In response to Campbell's allegations against her former boss, the housing authority said
“presently nothing but the word of an admitted thief suggests that (Gray) shares any
culpability for Ms. Campbell’s embezzlement,” records state. “Mr. Gray’s involvement, if any,
in Ms. Campbell’s theft has no bearing on her own liability to repay every dime of the funds
she stole from PCHA,” the authority states in court records.
Kathleen Cooper, the spokeswoman for the state auditor, said her office exercised due
diligence in investigating Campbell's claims. The audit report released Monday revealed no
evidence supporting them. Auditors interviewed Gray in October, as part of their
investigation. They also examined his personal bank records, among other tests in response
to Campbell’s allegations against her former boss.
3/5
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“We did not find any evidence that indicates the Executive Director was involved in, or
benefitted from, the misappropriation,” the report states. “We did find evidence that
contradicts some of the statements the former Finance Director made in her deposition.”
Monday's report is the second instance of high-profile state audit findings this year. In May,
McCarthy traveled to Central Washington to publicly announce the findings in financial and
accountability audits of the City of Wapato. The reports followed months of outcry from
citizens and a fraud investigation that found the city had misappropriated more than
$300,000 between 2011 and 2017.
In an interview with KNKX in May, McCarthy said governments function better when officials
shine a bright light on what they’re doing, even when there are issues.
Like many instances of fraud, McCarthy said Monday, this one started small but grew
rapidly. Sally Porter Smith, chair of the authority’s board of commissioners, acknowledged
the board’s mistakes that created an environment for fraud to occur.
But she says the agency is acting swiftly to respond to recommendations from the state.
“The most important thing is that we acted immediately to protect our assets to prevent
further loss,” Porter Smith said. “We will need to do a good assessment in restructuring to
rebuild.”
Fellow board member Mark Martinez says the losses, while painful, haven’t crippled the
authority’s ability to administer rental vouchers or serve its clients and landlords — which
amount to hundreds of affordable housing units and properties countywide.
“We’re still here,” Martinez said. “We’re not planning to go anywhere. We will get through
this, hopefully stronger and a little better at what we do. And we’ll continue again as long as
we’re needed.”
PCHA board members say they have hired a national firm with extensive experience in
housing, to “re-engineer” internal controls as recommeded by state auditors. They said the
authority started working to recoup the lost funds as soon as the theft was discovered,
including working with an attorney in Oklahoma.
“At this point, we have no idea what we’ll be able to recover,” Martinez said.
McCarthy says the case of the Pierce County Housing Authority is a cautionary tale for
elected boards that oversee public entities.
“Be engaged,” she told KNKX. “Don’t just go and sit on a board to sit on a board.”
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Walker, the fraud investigator for the state, said stewards of public resources should seek
training to identify the red flags in situations like these. She also said public bodies must
institute a culture of oversight for people with ready access to all financial systems.
And, McCarthy stressed, it's important to create a space for people within the organization
to say something if they see something.
“The public depends on that,” she said. “Fraudsters can be very clever. They can weave
certain stories and create opportunities to steal, and that’s exactly what this woman did.
Shame on her, really.”
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If ever there was a sign of the need for oversight, theft of
$6.9 million in housing funds is it
seattletimes.com/opinion/editorials/theft-of-6-9-million-in-housing-funds-shows-that-oversight-is-crucial
By The Seattle Times editorial
board

December 19,
2019
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The State Auditor’s breathtaking discovery of a $6.9 million embezzlement from the Pierce
County Housing Authority reveals inept financial practices and shoddy oversight. It is the
largest Washington public-agency theft the Auditor’s office can find, going back decades.
Allegedly masterminded by then-finance director Cova Campbell and all but condoned by
lax oversight, this sinister breach of the public trust comes at a time of unprecedented need
for low-income housing throughout Puget Sound. The Housing Authority holds immense
responsibilities for helping solve this. The agency runs nine apartment complexes, provides
housing assistance throughout the county, and manages an annual budget of more than
$30 million.
The region’s rapid population growth and epidemic homelessness require large-scale
solutions that draw on public resources. That means public housing agencies must be
trustworthy financial stewards. These city- and county-level entities build and maintain
affordable housing for low-income residents, and help prevent homelessness.
The federal, state and local funds that flow through the Pierce County Housing Authority
help provide housing for more than 5,100 households, many of which pay rent directly to
the agency. State Auditor Pat McCarthy’s investigation found a shocking degree of leeway
given to and allegedly exploited by Campbell. The report says the then-finance director
routed money through 13 separate bank or fiduciary accounts, supervised the employee
responsible for watching her credit-card use and had “little to no oversight or monitoring” of
her authority to wire money, the report said.
These systemic failures cannot be tolerated in a $30 million public agency charged with
addressing immense regional needs. The Housing Authority’s shortage of insurance shows
its inadequacy to operate at this scale. It carried just $500,000 in employee theft insurance
coverage. Hopes of recovering the rest of the lost money rely in part on a court case in
Wagoner County, Oklahoma, where the misused Housing Authority money may have
purchased property.
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The County Executive-appointed commissioners who govern the Housing Authority must
exercise stronger control to ensure financial and managerial practices serve the public
interest. This means robust training and rigorous monitoring. County Executive Bruce
Dammeier also must send in the county’s finance experts to implement a rigorous staffoversight mechanism. The internal fixes and hiring of a consultant the Housing Authority
described to the Auditor are not enough. Other public entities invested in its mission must
intervene.
A theft of more than 20% of the Housing Authority’s annual budget has alarming
consequences in an area of significant need. By Pierce County’s count, more than 10,000
people experienced homelessness in the county during 2018 alone, amid the siphoning of
these agency coffers. Officials must sharpen their ability to catch misuse of funds before so
much money that could have helped so many disappears.
The Seattle Times editorial board members are editorial page editor Kate Riley, Frank A.
Blethen, Brier Dudley, Jennifer Hemmingsen, Mark Higgins, Derrick Nunnally and William K.
Blethen (emeritus).
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Editorial: This is why local governments are audited
heraldnet.com/opinion/editorial-this-is-why-local-governments-are-audited
December 19,
2019

By The Herald Editorial Board
This is why there’s a state Auditor’s Office and why The Herald and other newspapers
regularly run stories about seemingly picayune audits of local governments — from the
county administration down to cemetery districts — that point out rules that weren’t
followed and safeguards that weren’t in place, even when no money goes missing:
A fraud investigation by the state Auditor’s Office alleged this week that a former finance
director for the Pierce County Housing Authority had misappropriated more than $6.9
million in public funds, the biggest such fraud case involving a local government in at least
the last 25 years in the state. The housing authority has filed a report, that includes the
auditor’s findings, with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development.
During a routine audit of the government agency, the auditor’s staff detected funds had
gone missing between March 2016 and July 2019. The investigation that followed found that
the official, who was fired in August, allegedly had transferred funds to her own bank
accounts by making the transactions look like payments to vendors.
State Auditor Pat McCarthy called the fraud “a shameful breach of public trust” that “was
designed to mislead everyone at the Housing Authority,” The News Tribune reported
Monday.
And it happened because the housing authority didn’t have adequate internal controls in
place to safeguard public funds.
“Any agency that gets money from the public needs to be audited,” McCarthy said last
month during an interview with The Herald Editorial Board.
While it’s common for her office to issue findings following audits that report lapses in
accounting and record-keeping, breaches of public trust such as happened at the Pierce
County agency are fortunately rare. But it makes a strong case for the transparency and
accountability that the state Auditor’s Office enforces for state agencies and all levels of
local government, about 2,300 local governments and special taxing districts.

1/3

NSAA Forensic Audit entry | WA State Auditor's Office: Pierce County Housing Authority | News clips.

10 of 29

Seeking to improve the accessibility to that information about how tax dollars are being
used and safeguarded, the Auditor’s Office has been rolling out new tools on its website
that anyone can use.
One tool, called Tracker, is scheduled to available on the auditor’s website — sao.wa.gov —
early in the new year. It will consolidate current and past audit reports for a particular local
government — searchable by name or a map — for the last six years, detailing recent
findings and even reporting current information about how any deficiencies found have
been corrected, McCarthy said.
“It’s good information, it’s accurate and it’s real-time,” and it allows local governments to
show how they’ve responded to accountability issues, said McCarthy, who before winning
election to the statewide office served as Pierce County executive and county auditor.
Beyond those regular audits, the auditor’s website also offers general reports about specific
local governments’ financial stability, called the Financial Intelligence Tool. Along with
tutorials, the searchable database provides a basic snapshot of a local government’s general
financial outlook and links to detailed data on revenue, expenses and past audits.
The website also offers a clearinghouse for past and current performance audits.
Established by state voters in 2005 through Initiative 900 — and arguably the most
constructive initiative launched by Tim Eyman — the performance audits provide a broader
review of a subject, judging the effectiveness of a particular program and suggesting
potential improvements.
One recent performance audit looked at the scheduling of lunch periods and recess at state
elementary schools and suggested ways to reduce food waste and increase nutrition for
children. The performance audit found that on average children had only about 13 minutes
in the cafeteria to eat their lunches before rushing out to recess. The audit recommended
adjusting schedules to allow at least 20 minutes for lunch and moving recess before lunch,
recommendations that the state Superintendent of Public Instruction is now working with
districts to implement.
Another audit related to student health — expected to be released soon — is looking at
common barriers to parents’ compliance with student immunization requirements.
And there’s great interest in an audit that is examining the oversight and management of
Sound Transit projects, specifically ST3’s construction of light rail and bus rapid transit
projects in Snohomish, King and Pierce counties. That report is expected in late spring or
early summer next year.
All in all, McCarthy said, local governments are doing what’s expected of them to safeguard
public money and use those funds effectively.
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“I was in local government and you want to be able to say ‘We’re being good stewards,’” she
said. “Sometimes things happen that you don’t realize.”
Watchdogs, such as the state Auditor’s Office, the news media and the public, itself, need to
make use of these tools to help assure that stewardship and throw up a red flag when
there’s a problem that could let $7 million walk out the door.
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Audit: Ex-employee stole $7 million from housing agency in
state's largest-ever fraud case
komonews.com/news/local/audit-ex-employee-stole-7-million-from-housing-agency-in-states-largest-everfraud-case

TACOMA, Wash. – A former Pierce County Housing Authority employee stole nearly $7
million from the agency in the largest-ever fraud ever recorded for a local government in
Washington state, an investigation has confirmed.
The investigation by the state Auditor's Office found that the authority’s former finance
director, Cova Campbell, used a variety of schemes to misappropriate $6,948,277 in funds
since 2016, officials said Monday. The Auditor's Office detected the thefts during a routine
financial audit, when auditors questioned wire transfers of large sums of money out of
state.
The results of the investigation are being forwarded to the Office of Inspector General for
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the FBI, which is conducting a
criminal investigation into the case.
A former Pierce County Housing Authority employee stole nearly $7 million from the agency
in the largest-ever fraud ever recorded for a local government in Washington state, an
investigation has confirmed. (KOMO News)
The Pierce County Housing Authority, which provides affordable housing for low-income
families, ended the finance director’s employment in August after the fraud scheme was
discovered.
"This was a shameful breach of the public trust that harms the very people who need
affordable housing options the most," said State Auditor Pat McCarthy.
The auditor's investigation also discovered how the thefts were carried out, and the Housing
Authority has now implemented new, stricter controls to prevent it from happening again,
said Housing Authority Chair Sally Porter Smith.
According to investigators, the former finance director first began making fraudulent
purchases on the housing authority’s credit cards in March 2016.
In July 2016, she made the first of 78 transactions that disguised transfers to her own
account as batched payments to legitimate vendors. In this scheme, she substituted her
own bank account number for the vendors’ account numbers, according to the Auditor's
Office.
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In 2018, she transferred housing authority funds to a bank in Oklahoma, where she had
purchased property the same month. In 2019, she began directly wiring housing authority
funds into her personal Washington bank account, the investigation found.
The former finance director admitted to investigators that she was responsible for the
misappropriations - but claimed she had been directed by the housing authority’s executive
director to misappropriate the funds and to provide him with a share in cash. The
investigators found no evidence to support that assertion.
State Auditor Pat McCarthy announces the result of the investigation into the $7 million
fraud scheme
State Auditor Pat McCarthy announces the result of the investigation into the $7 million
fraud scheme{p}{/p}
The investigation also revealed concerted efforts by the former finance director to
circumvent accountability and detection.
Details, including a breakdown of the amount obtained through each scheme, can be found
in the full fraud investigation report, which can be found here.
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‘Trusted’ Pierce County Housing Authority finance director
accused of stealing millions
q13fox.com/2019/08/30/trusted-pierce-county-housing-authority-finance-director-accused-of-stealing-millions
By Q13 News Staff

August 30,
2019

TACOMA, Wash. — A “trusted” long-time former finance director for the Pierce County
Housing Authority is accused in a civil lawsuit of stealing more than $4 million in public
funds.
A lawsuit filed by the housing authority claims that finance director Cova Campbell and her
husband Mark started diverting public money into private accounts three years ago.
According to court documents, the couple spent $1.96 million of the stolen funds on 310
acres of real estate in Oklahoma, where Mark Campbell lives. The rest of the money is
unaccounted for, the lawsuit states.
They’re also accused of taking several steps to hide the theft, including, among others,
falsifying accounts and account numbers, falsifying invoices, and routing PCHA funds to
private accounts.
State auditors discovered the missing money in July. Cova Campbell was fired Aug. 8 after
failing to show up for questioning at the housing authority.
Now, the housing authority is suing the couple in an attempt to recoup their losses.
The audit is ongoing, but it’s unclear if the Campbells are under criminal investigation.
Neither has been charged with a crime, and the FBI declined to comment when asked by
The Tacoma News-Tribune.
The Pierce County Housing Authority is tasked with providing affordable housing for
roughly 4,000 low-income Pierce County residents every year. According to court
documents, the agency has a $32 million annual budget.
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Audit: Ex-employee stole $7 million from housing agency in
state's largest-ever fraud case
keprtv.com/news/local/audit-ex-employee-stole-7-million-from-housing-agency-in-states-largest-ever-fraudcase

TACOMA, Wash. – A former Pierce County Housing Authority employee stole nearly $7
million from the agency in the largest-ever fraud ever recorded for a local government in
Washington state, an investigation has confirmed.
The investigation by the state Auditor's Office found that the authority’s former finance
director, Cova Campbell, used a variety of schemes to misappropriate $6,948,277 in funds
since 2016, officials said Monday. The Auditor's Office detected the thefts during a routine
financial audit, when auditors questioned wire transfers of large sums of money out of
state.
The results of the investigation are being forwarded to the Office of Inspector General for
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the FBI, which is conducting a
criminal investigation into the case.
A former Pierce County Housing Authority employee stole nearly $7 million from the agency
in the largest-ever fraud ever recorded for a local government in Washington state, an
investigation has confirmed. (KOMO News)
The Pierce County Housing Authority, which provides affordable housing for low-income
families, ended the finance director’s employment in August after the fraud scheme was
discovered.
"This was a shameful breach of the public trust that harms the very people who need
affordable housing options the most," said State Auditor Pat McCarthy.
The auditor's investigation also discovered how the thefts were carried out, and the Housing
Authority has now implemented new, stricter controls to prevent it from happening again,
said Housing Authority Chair Sally Porter Smith.
According to investigators, the former finance director first began making fraudulent
purchases on the housing authority’s credit cards in March 2016.
In July 2016, she made the first of 78 transactions that disguised transfers to her own
account as batched payments to legitimate vendors. In this scheme, she substituted her
own bank account number for the vendors’ account numbers, according to the Auditor's
Office.
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In 2018, she transferred housing authority funds to a bank in Oklahoma, where she had
purchased property the same month. In 2019, she began directly wiring housing authority
funds into her personal Washington bank account, the investigation found.
The former finance director admitted to investigators that she was responsible for the
misappropriations - but claimed she had been directed by the housing authority’s executive
director to misappropriate the funds and to provide him with a share in cash. The
investigators found no evidence to support that assertion.
State Auditor Pat McCarthy announces the result of the investigation into the $7 million
fraud scheme
The investigation also revealed concerted efforts by the former finance director to
circumvent accountability and detection.
Details, including a breakdown of the amount obtained through each scheme, can be found
in the full fraud investigation report, which can be found here.
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Longtime employee took millions from Pierce
County Housing Authority, court filing says
seattletimes.com/seattle-news/longtime-employee-took-millions-from-pierce-county-housingauthority-court-filing-says
By Alexis KrellSeptember 2, 2019
An agency that provides affordable housing for low-income families in Pierce County has sued a former
employee suspected of stealing millions in public funds, according to court records.
The Pierce County Housing Authority’s lawsuit alleges that longtime Finance Director Cova Campbell
and her husband, Mark Campbell, diverted the money and used some of it to buy real estate.
The scope is unknown but it “appears to exceed $4 million dollars,” according to one of the agency’s
court filings.
The Housing Authority filed the lawsuit in Pierce County Superior Court on Wednesday. It seeks to
recoup the money and asks a judge to prevent the couple “from using, transferring, selling or otherwise
disposing of the funds or any assets or property purchased with or related to the funds” in the meantime.
Attempts to reach the Campbells for comment last week were not successful. Court records did not list
an attorney for them.
Campbell was fired from the Housing Authority on Aug. 8, the lawsuit says.
Advertising
Housing Authority Executive Director Charlie Gray told The News Tribune on Thursday that the
alleged theft was discovered as part of a routine state audit.
“We are prepared to take every action available to us to make sure that our programs and services
remain available to those who need them,” Gray said. “… Landlords will continue to receive payment
on time. We’re committed to continuing to fulfill our obligations under the program to both tenants and
landlords.”
The agency will fully cooperate with the ongoing State Auditor’s Office investigation and with “any
criminal investigation through law enforcement, including the FBI,” Gray said.
An FBI spokesperson contacted by The News Tribune declined to comment or verify whether the
Campbells are being criminally investigated. It does not appear they have been criminally charged.
Asked how long Campbell worked for the Housing Authority, Gray referred The News Tribune to the
lawsuit, which says “many years.”
The complaint gives this account of what happened:
The state audit revealed in July that the Campbells “planned and commenced a scheme to intercept or
invade PCHA funds and direct them to their own accounts where they were used to make personal
purchases of, among other things, real estate,” the lawsuit says.
1/2
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Advertising
They allegedly started diverting funds at least several years ago and tried to hide what they’d done,
including by “falsifying accounts and account numbers, falsifying invoices, and routing PCHA funds to
private accounts.”
One court filing alleges they used $1.96 million to buy 310 acres of real estate in Oklahoma, and that
the rest of the money is unaccounted for.
The court records say the Housing Authority put Cova Campbell on administrative leave when the
alleged theft came to light and fired her after she didn’t show up for an interview.
The Housing Authority has an annual budget of $32 million, which it uses to help more than 4,000
people a year.
The state, federal and private funds “are used to support the Authority’s mission of assisting persons in
need to obtain clean and healthy housing at a price that is reasonable and within their means,” the
lawsuit says.
Alexis Krell
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$6.9 Million Taken In Pierce County Fraud Scheme, Audit
Finds
patch.com/washington/across-wa/auditors-office-record-6-9-million-taken-fraud-scheme
December 16,
2019

TACOMA, WA — A former finance director at the Pierce County Housing Authority siphoned
nearly $7 million in taxpayer funds during a fraud scheme that began in 2016, according to a
new report from the Washington State Auditor's Office. Officials said the case is the largest
of its kind for a local government in Washington history.
The PCHA provides affordable housing for thousands of low-income residents in Pierce
County. According to the News Tribune, it had an operating budget just under $34 million
last year.
The Auditor's findings allege Cova Campbell started making fraudulent purchases using
housing authority credit cards in March 2016. In July of that year, the report says, Campbell
sent money to her own bank account several dozen times, disguising the transactions as
legitimate payments to vendors.
Investigators found, in 2018, Campbell sent housing authority money to Oklahoma, where
she had recently bought property. In 2019, the auditor's office discovered Campbell had
begun directly wiring funds from the housing authority to her bank account.
According to the State Auditor's Office, Campbell admitted to misappropriating the funds
but claimed she had been told to do so by the authority's executive director. Investigators
said they found no evidence that happened.
Subscribe
Since the scheme came to light, the housing authority says they have made several changes
to prevent future thefts.
"The Housing Authority has implemented new, stricter controls to protect both the agency's
and the public's assets and integrate ongoing oversight and monitoring to assure those
controls are consistently maintained," said Housing Authority Chair Sally Porter Smith "Our
staff, management and Board of Commissioners are dedicated to our mission of safe, clean
and affordable housing. We will re-build the trust and confidence of our housing clients,
landlords, renters and our community."
The News Tribune reports the scheme came to an end in July 2019, and Campbell was fired
Aug. 8.
1/2

NSAA Forensic Audit entry | WA State Auditor's Office: Pierce County Housing Authority | News clips.

20 of 29

Washington State Auditor Pat McCarthy said the report's findings would be forwarded to the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, and the Federal Bureau of
Investigation for a criminal investigation.
"This was a shameful breach of the public trust that harms the very people who need
affordable housing options the most," said State Auditor Pat McCarthy. "I'm proud of our
auditors for finding this misappropriation. And I want to thank the housing authority's board
and staff for helping us conduct a thorough investigation."
Read the auditor's complete report here.

HAPPENING NOW: Auditor Pat McCarthy is LIVE from Tacoma via Facebook discussing
a major fraud investigation involving the Pierce County Housing Authority. We invite you to
join: https://t.co/EK0zqCaDnw
— WA State Auditor (@WaStateAuditor) December 16, 2019
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Auditor: Ex-finance director stole
$6.9M from housing agency
by ASSOCIATED

PRESS

Published: Mon, December 16, 2019 2:04 PM
Updated: Mon, December 16, 2019 2:05 PM

TACOMA, Wash. (AP) — The former finance director
of a public housing authority in Washington state
stole nearly $7 million from the agency, auditors said
in a report issued Monday.
It's believed to be the largest theft ever from a public
agency in the state, KNKX-FM reported.
The Washington State Auditor's Office began
investigating in in July after a routine audit found
unauthorized transfers of several hundred thousand
dollars. It appeared that the authority's finance
director, Cova Campbell, and her husband used the
money to buy property in Wagoner County,
Oklahoma. Campbell was fired in August.
Further investigation revealed that Campbell had also
routed transfers to her bank account disguised as
vendor payments, the auditor's report said. In all, it
said she stole $6.9 million from 2016 to this year.
The findings have been reported to the FBI and the
inspector general of the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development. The Pierce County Housing
Authority has a budget of $32 million — a mix of
state, federal and private money, which it uses to
provide affordable housing for more than 4,000 lowincome people each year.
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The auditor's report said that in a recorded
deposition, in a written statement and in an interview
with investigators that Campbell had admitted the
theft.
However, she also claimed that she did it at the
insistence of the agency's executive director, Charlie
Gray. She said Gray was disappointed with her work
and told her to divert the money into a private
account and funnel most of it to him in exchange for
her continued employment.
The auditor's office said it examined Gray's finances
and found no evidence he was involved in or benefited
from Campbell's theft, but investigators did find some
evidence that contradicted Campbell's statements.
The housing authority placed Gray on administrative
leave upon learning of Campbell’s allegations, but has
said in court documents that "presently nothing but
the word of an admitted thief suggests that (Gray)
shares any culpability for Ms. Campbell’s
embezzlement.”
The housing authority has sued Campbell and her
husband in Pierce County Superior Court, accusing
them of using those funds for personal purchases.
In October, Pierce County Superior Court Judge KittyAnn van Doorninck froze the Campbells’ bank and
retirement accounts, blocking them from transferring
funds or selling assets while the agency tries to recoup
its losses.
The state auditor's report said the authority's
insurance policy only covers $500,000 in losses from
employee theft.
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The report faulted the housing authority for not
having measures in place to prevent the theft. It noted
that Campbell had little to no oversight and that the
number of bank accounts the agency had made it
tough to detect the fraud.
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Auditor: Washington State Official Stole $6.9M From
Housing Agency, Bought Oklahoma Property
publicradiotulsa.org/post/auditor-washington-state-official-stole-69m-housing-agency-bought-oklahomaproperty
By Associated Press

TACOMA, Wash. (AP) — The former finance director of a public housing authority in
Washington state stole nearly $7 million from the agency, auditors said in a report issued
Monday.
It’s believed to be the largest theft ever from a public agency in the state, KNKX-FM reported.
The Washington State Auditor’s Office began investigating in in July after a routine audit
found unauthorized transfers of several hundred thousand dollars. It appeared that the
authority’s finance director, Cova Campbell, and her husband used the money to buy
property in Wagoner County, Oklahoma. Campbell was fired in August.
Further investigation revealed that Campbell had also routed transfers to her bank account
disguised as vendor payments, the auditor’s report said. In all, it said she stole $6.9 million
from 2016 to this year.
The findings have been reported to the FBI and the inspector general of the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development. The Pierce County Housing Authority has
a budget of $32 million — a mix of state, federal and private money, which it uses to provide
affordable housing for more than 4,000 low-income people each year.
The auditor’s report said that in a recorded deposition, in a written statement and in an
interview with investigators that Campbell had admitted the theft.
However, she also claimed that she did it at the insistence of the agency’s executive director,
Charlie Gray. She said Gray was disappointed with her work and told her to divert the
money into a private account and funnel most of it to him in exchange for her continued
employment.
The auditor’s office said it examined Gray’s finances and found no evidence he was involved
in or benefited from Campbell’s theft, but investigators did find some evidence that
contradicted Campbell’s statements.
The housing authority placed Gray on administrative leave upon learning of Campbell’s
allegations, but has said in court documents that “presently nothing but the word of an
admitted thief suggests that (Gray) shares any culpability for Ms. Campbell’s
embezzlement.”
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The housing authority has sued Campbell and her husband in Pierce County Superior
Court, accusing them of using those funds for personal purchases.
In October, Pierce County Superior Court Judge Kitty-Ann van Doorninck froze the
Campbells’ bank and retirement accounts, blocking them from transferring funds or selling
assets while the agency tries to recoup its losses.
The state auditor’s report said the authority’s insurance policy only covers $500,000 in losses
from employee theft.
The report faulted the housing authority for not having measures in place to prevent the
theft. It noted that Campbell had little to no oversight and that the number of bank accounts
the agency had made it tough to detect the fraud.
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Former finance director of Pierce County Housing Authority
accused of stealing $6.9 million
king5.com/article/news/local/state-audit-uncovers-69-million-stolen-from-pierce-county-housingauthority/281-523acfed-413c-49c5-b3c5-5639c952a086
December 17,
2019

LOCAL
The Washington State Auditor says the former finance director allegedly began defrauding
the housing authority in 2016, misappropriating more than $6.9 million.
The Washington State Auditor’s Office announced Monday more than $6.9 million in public
funds was stolen from the Pierce County Housing Authority by one of its former leaders.
Cova Campbell, the authority's finance director for 20 years, allegedly began defrauding the
agency in 2016, according to Pat McCarthy, the Washington state auditor. Campbell was
terminated in August.
Martin Scorsese Worked to Get Financing for 'The Irishman' for Ten Years |
Director Roundtable
“Like many frauds, this one started small and grew rapidly,” said McCarthy
during a press conference Monday.
The now-former finance director allegedly began with personal purchases
on the Housing Authority’s credit cards adding up to more than $25,000,
said McCarthy. There were also allegedly $3.2 million in transactions
disguised as vendor payments, $635,000 in wire transfers to an out of state
bank, and over $3 million in wire transfers directly to Campbell's personal
account in Washington, McCarthy said.
Some of the money was used to purchase several properties in Oklahoma, according to the
state auditor's office.
“It is a shameful, shameful breach of trust, of public trust. It was accomplished by
deliberately circumventing accountability safeguards,” McCarthy said.
McCarthy said this is the largest fraud their agency has uncovered on record so far.
Tacoma residents react to housing authority fraud
The fraud was discovered during a routine financial audit by one of the state’s fraud
investigators, who noticed the suspicious transactions.
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The Pierce County Housing Authority is a stand-alone government that’s overseen by a
board of commissioners. Its mission is to provide housing opportunities to those in Pierce
County.
The agency has an annual budget of about $32 million that's made up of funds from local,
state, and federal programs and rent on its properties.
That budget was overseen by Campbell, McCarthy said.
Campbell was terminated for misconduct on Aug. 8, 2019, according to a lawsuit filed
against her and her husband, who lives in Oklahoma, by the Pierce County Housing
Authority.
Representatives from the Housing Authority said their agency has implemented new stricter
controls since the audit to protect the agency and public assets. They also emphasized their
staff, management, and board of commissioners are dedicated to their mission and
rebuilding the public's trust.
The Washington State Auditor’s office is forwarding its report to the FBI. There are currently
no formal charges filed against Campbell.
Housing authority director misappropriates millions
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Auditor: Ex-finance director stole $6.9M from housing
agency
seattletimes.com/seattle-news/crime/auditor-former-finance-director-stole-6-9-million-from-pierce-countyhousing-agency
By The Associated Press
December 16,
2019

TACOMA, Wash. (AP) — The former finance director of a public housing authority in
Washington state stole nearly $7 million from the agency, auditors said in a report issued
Monday.
It’s believed to be the largest theft ever from a public agency in the state, KNKX-FM reported.
The Washington State Auditor’s Office began investigating in in July after a routine audit
found unauthorized transfers of several hundred thousand dollars. It appeared that the
authority’s finance director, Cova Campbell, and her husband used the money to buy
property in Wagoner County, Oklahoma. Campbell was fired in August.
Further investigation revealed that Campbell had also routed transfers to her bank account
disguised as vendor payments, the auditor’s report said. In all, it said she stole $6.9 million
from 2016 to this year.
The findings have been reported to the FBI and the inspector general of the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development. The Pierce County Housing Authority has
a budget of $32 million — a mix of state, federal and private money, which it uses to provide
affordable housing for more than 4,000 low-income people each year.
The auditor’s report said that in a recorded deposition, in a written statement and in an
interview with investigators that Campbell had admitted the theft.
However, she also claimed that she did it at the insistence of the agency’s executive director,
Charlie Gray. She said Gray was disappointed with her work and told her to divert the
money into a private account and funnel most of it to him in exchange for her continued
employment.
The auditor’s office said it examined Gray’s finances and found no evidence he was involved
in or benefited from Campbell’s theft, but investigators did find some evidence that
contradicted Campbell’s statements.
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The housing authority placed Gray on administrative leave upon learning of Campbell’s
allegations, but has said in court documents that “presently nothing but the word of an
admitted thief suggests that (Gray) shares any culpability for Ms. Campbell’s
embezzlement.”
The housing authority has sued Campbell and her husband in Pierce County Superior
Court, accusing them of using those funds for personal purchases.
In October, Pierce County Superior Court Judge Kitty-Ann van Doorninck froze the
Campbells’ bank and retirement accounts, blocking them from transferring funds or selling
assets while the agency tries to recoup its losses.
The state auditor’s report said the authority’s insurance policy only covers $500,000 in losses
from employee theft.
The report faulted the housing authority for not having measures in place to prevent the
theft. It noted that Campbell had little to no oversight and that the number of bank accounts
the agency had made it tough to detect the fraud.
The Associated Press
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