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Sentinel staff writer

SANTA CRUZ — The draft ver-
sion of a soon-to-be-released audi-
tor’s report raises new questions
about District' Attorney Art Dan-
ner’s personnel policies.

The preliminary and confiden-
tial report obtained by the Sentinel
questions Danner’s actions in
boosting an employee’s compensa-
tion by giving him both a car and
the salary equivalent of a car al-
lowance.

It also recommends that the
state Attorney General’s Office re-
view Danner’s handling of the fir-
ing of another employee for drug
use — unless county supervisors
accept Danner’s contention that
his actions were within his scope
of authority.

The final report — expected next
week — could be significantly dif-
ferent from the month-old draft the
Sentinel received, depending on
what Danner has to say to Auditor-
Controller Gary Knutson. Knutson
said he’s been waiting to sit down
with Danner to go over the find-
ings before making his final report.

“I want to make sure my staff
has not reported something that is
.not correct,” Knutson said in ex-
-plaining the step-by-step process of
‘what he considers an audit of de-
partment procedures.

After the Board of Supervisors
asked Knutson to look into the fir-
ing of the prosecutor, several other
issues were brought to his atten-
tion, he said.

It’s no mystery where they came
from, Danner said Wednesday.

“There’s a lot of politics behind
this. ...There isn’t any question
that part of it’s related to the elec-
tion,” he said, referring to the
Third District supervisor’s race be-
tween Mardi Wormhoudt and An-
nette Hopkins. Hopkins is married
to Danner’s chief deputy, Jon Hop-
Kkins.

Wormhoudt holds a 214-vote lead
with more than 3,000 votes to be
counted.

The report outlines county poli-
cies Danner allegedly violated
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when he put Assistant District At-
torney Catherine Gardner on leave
but continued her regular pay-
check for four months. She had
said an abusive boyfriend forced
her to take cocaine.

“Unless the district attorney is
found to have overriding authori-
ty,” the report reads, “some of the
matters ... could perhaps constitute
gift of public funds or misappropri-
ation of public funds.”

Gardner received nearly $30,000
including benefits before Danner
fired her in July — six weeks after
he was re-elected to office. His op-
ponents accused him of paying
Gardner to keep the firing secret
until after the election.

County policies limit such man-
datory leaves with pay to five d¢
After that, they must be appr
by the county personnel dire

Danner didn’t get that approval.

When the matter came to light,
Danner said he was trying to keep

gued, Gardner could have

county for ruining her profe
reputation or wrongfully firing
her.

He said he did not trust the
county bureaucracy to hold its
tongue. Proof of that, he said
Wednesday, is the fact the audi-
tor’s report leaked.

“I guess this process we're going

through demonstrates there’s not
much around there that’s kept con-
fidential,” Danner said. ... That’s
exactly why we didn’t have confi-
dence in the process set out (by the
county).”

Danner said Wednesday that le-
gal advice from outside his depart-
ment upholds his view that he had
the authority to take such action.

That includes the state Attorney
General’s Office, he said.

“(Attorney General Dan)
Lungren has looked at the Cather-
ine Gardner issue and ... said in
specific terms that there’s not any
issue with regard to criminal con-
duct or misconduct,” Danner said.
“... They said the issues regarding
the time cards should be solved ad-
ministratively.”

There may be better ways to
handle such incidents in the fu-
ture, he said Wednesday — per-
haps by reporting them to the
county counsel and invoking attor-
ney-client privilege to keep them
confidential.

Given what he knew then, he
said, he made the best decision he
could.

The report also noted several
“irregularities” in Danner’s assign-
ment of a county car to Chief In-

‘spector Alan Johnson, who also

was paid an auto allowance as part
of his salary.
“According to the district attor-

ney, his office wanted to increase
the compensation paid to the chief
of inspectors,” said the report.

In years past, executive manag-
ers received a separate check to
compensate them for using their
own cars. More recently, that al-
lowance was rolled into their hour-
ly rate, the auditor said. The coun-
ty’s long-standing practice has
been to deduct an equivalent
amount from manager’s pay if they
are assigned county cars, even
temporarily. ,

The vehicle was an asset forfeit-
ed in a drug case, Danner said, and
was equipped as an undercover po-
lice car.

According to the report, Danner
told the auditor’s office that he had
OK’d the arrangement with both
the personnel director and the
county administrative officer.

Both officials said otherwise, ac-
cording to the auditor’s report.

g Danner held his ground Wednes-
ay.

“If they want to say they recall
things differently, that’s what they
can say,” he said. “If they want to
say ‘that, I'd enjoy the chance to
cross-examine them.”

Danner and Knutson met Oct. 5,
the report said, and Danner ri
voked the car assignment Oct. 6.

Danner said Wednesday that the
revocation was temporary ‘“until
the issue is resolved.”




