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SUPERIOR COURT FOR THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA
COUNTY OF ORANGE — CENTRAL JUSTICE CENTER

JORGE LOPEZ and LARRY BALES, Case No.: 30-2015-00805368- CU-WT-CJC

Assigned For All Purposes To:
Honorable Judae Frederick P. Aguime

Department: C-

Plaintiffs,

VS.

COUNTY OF ORANGE, and DOES 1-10,

Inclusive, COMPLAINT FOR DAMAGES

Defendants.

COME NOW PLAINTIFFS AND COMPLAIN:
PARTIES AND JURISDICTION

1 Plaintiffs, JORGE LOPEZ and LARRY BALES (collectively hereinafter
“Plaintiffs”), are and at all times pertinent were, residents of the State of California, County of
Orange, who were employees of Defendant, COUNTY OF ORANGE.

z Defendant COUNTY OF ORANGE is, and at all times relevant hereto was, a public
entity with its main office in the City of Santa Ana, which may be sued for the wrongful acts of its
officers and employees, which are performed within the course and scope of said employment.

3. Plaintiffs are informed and believe and thereupon allege that, except as otherwise
alleged in the specific causes of action, at all times relevant hereto, the agents/employees of the

defendants were responsible in some actual manner for the acts, events and happenings referenced
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herein, and that at all times herein mentioned, the agents/employees of the defendants were the
partners, principals, agents, co-conspirators, and/or employees of the defendants, and in doing the
things herein alleged, each was action within the course and scope of such partnership, agency,
service, and/or employment, and with the permission, consent and knowledge of the defendants.
4. The true names and capacities of the defendants sued herein under the Code of Civil
Procedure, section 474, as DOES 1 through 10, are unknown to the Plaintiff, who therefore sues
said defendants by such fictitious names and will amend this complaint to include their true names
and capacities when the same are ascertained, together with appropriate charging allegations.
Plaintiffs are informed and believe, and on such information and belief allege, that each of the
fictitiously named defendants, unless otherwise alleged, are responsible in some manner for the
occurrences herein alleged, and that Plaintiff's injuries were proximately caused by these

defendants.

SUMMARY OF CLAIMS

. This is an action for damages by Plaintiffs against their former employer based on
multiple claims arising out of their employment relationship, based on numerous wrongful acts
including termination without cause in breach of their contract, wrongful termination based on
public policy, and violation of Labor Code section 1102.5(b), in that a motivating factor in the
decision to terminate Plaintiffs was their having protested violations of federal and state law.
Plaintiffs further allege that they were subject to a hostile and offensive work environment.
Plaintiffs seek damages for past and future economic losses, general damages for emotional distress,

and statutory attorneys' fees.

GENERAL ALLEGATIONS

6. Plaintiff JORGE LOPEZ (“LOPEZ”) was employed by the Orange County Assessor
for approximately 32 years, from November of 1979 to August 2011. Plaintiff LARRY BALES
("BALES”) was employed with the Assessor for 33 years, from Jan 1969 to April 2001.

7. When LOPEZ retired in 2011, he was the Managing Appraiser in charge of the Real

Property, Roll Production Section. LOPEZ’ supervisor was Michael Hannah, who reported directly

to Webster J. Guillory, Assessor.
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8. In August 2011, LOPEZ retired from the Assessor’s Office and started working as a
Property Tax Consultant under TCB Appraisal Services Inc. and Michael Wyatt Consulting.
9 In March 2014, LOPEZ filed nomination papers to run in the June 3, 2014 General

Election for Orange County Assessor.

10.  On March 13, 2014, LOPEZ filed a complaint against Webster Guillory with the
Orange County District Attorney’s Office, after discovering several irregularities in his nomination
documents. The complaint made the following allegations against the Assessor:

Perjury

Political campaigning in the workplace.

Misuse of public funds.

Violation of Assessor’s Department policy regarding political campaigning.
Violation of County of Orange policy regarding political campaigning.
Inappropriate and unethical behavior in the workplace.

Indirect/direct pressure on public employees to sign nomination papers.

B a0 o

1. On March 13, 2014, LOPEZ filed a complaint with the Orange County Grand Jury
raising the same issues.

12. On two other separate occasions, LOPEZ filed written updates with the Orange
County District Attorney’s Office as employees of the Orange County Assessor’s Office contacted
him with additional information supporting his allegations.

13. Ontwo separate occasions, LOPEZ filed complaints with the Political Corruption
Unit of the Federal Bureau of Investigations Office in Orange, California.

14, On June 3, 2014, the primary elections took place with the following results:

Webster Guillory 47.1% of the votes
Claude Parrish ~ 43.4% of the votes
Jorge O. Lopez 9.5% of the votes

15 Since none of the candidates were able to obtain over 50% of the votes, a runoff
election would take place in November of 2014, between Claude Parrish and Webster Guillory.

16. On June 4, 2014, Claude Parrish contacted LOPEZ. Between June 4 and June 10,
LOPEZ received several more phone calls from Mr. Parrish, which were not returned.

17. In late June 2014, LOPEZ received another phone call from Mr. Parrish requesting a

meeting. LOPEZ agreed to meet with him outside of a coffee shop at the District in Irvine. LOPEZ
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and Mr. Parrish met and discussed their thoughts regarding issues with the Assessor’s Office,
needed changes, and solutions to the corruption problems in the office. During that meeting, Mr.
Parrish stated that the Orange County Assessor was ranked 54™ out of 58 Counties, by the California
State Board of Equalization, and that he wanted to improve that ranking. Mr. Parrish also requested
LOPEZ’ endorsement for the upcoming election and asked him to talk to Nick Anas and Greg
Diamond about getting him the support of the Orange County Democratic Party.

18.  After the meeting was over, LOPEZ spent time helping Mr. Parrish locate his car,
misplaced somewhere in the District parking lot. He appeared clueless and confused as to where it
was parked. After finding his car, he opened the trunk and showed LOPEZ copies of Webster
Guillory’s campaign documentation, obtained from the Orange County Registrar of Voters, and
shared his suspicions of Guillory’s soliciting & receiving illegal campaign contributions.

19.  Between June and November, LOPEZ had several meetings with Mr. Parrish. All of
these meetings were at his home, with his wife, Noel, present. Every time LOPEZ would meet with
Mr. Parrish, both he and his wife were very outspoken and complementary about LOPEZ’ role in
the elections, and how they knew that LOPEZ was directly responsible for Webster’s failure to get
over 50% of the votes, and about his plans to fix things up and to eliminate corruption in the
Assessor’s Office.

20. In August 2014, LOPEZ invited Mr. Parrish to attend a meeting in the Orange
County Assessor’s Office concerning several property tax issues with a client that LOPEZ was
representing. The purpose of having him attend the meeting was to give him firsthand exposure to
the problems in the Assessor’s Department. After this meeting, Mr. Parrish was in shock and
disbelief about the County’s treatment of this taxpayer, particularly the attitude and behavior of one
of the managers, Brian Ennis.

21.  During the next couple of weeks, LOPEZ briefed Mr. Parrish about other cases in
Orange County that were good examples of how taxpayers in Orange County were abused by the
Orange County Assessor.

22, In September of 2014, the Orange County District Attorney’s Office charged

Webster Guillory with three felony counts of filing false nomination papers. He would be facing a
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sentence of up to 4 years and 4 months in jail if convicted. After the District Attorney issued their
press release, LOPEZ was contacted several times by Noel and Claude Parrish requesting to meet
for updates and asking for more information.

23. In the November 4™, 2014 elections, Mr. Parrish won the Assessor’s race.

24. Shortly after November 4", LOPEZ received a telephone call from Mr. Parrish
informing him that now that he was officially elected, he was able to offer LOPEZ a job with the
Orange County Assessor’s Office. He also stated that he was getting phone calls from the County
CEOQO’s Office asking him to give up some of sections under his control, computer systems, and
personnel. He said that he was confused, didn’t know what to do, and wanted LOPEZ’ thoughts and
input. He also stated that BALES would also come onboard and that he wanted to assure LOPEZ
that his retirement pension would not be affected. He stated that LOPEZ would have to stop his
property tax consulting practice, since it would be considered a conflict of interest with his
Assessor’s duties. LOPEZ stated that he would be glad to help him get the office in order and that
his only condition was that he would be reporting directly to Parrish and no one else. Parrish agreed.

= Between November 4, 2014 and early January 2015, JORGE LOPEZ met several
times with Mr. Parrish, his wife Noel, and BALES, at Parrish’s home in Tustin. During those
meetings, discussions took place as to what their role would be in the Assessor’s Office. The
discussions centered on the options of bringing Plaintiffs on board as contract employees, or extra
help employees. During that meeting, they also discussed Mr. Parrish’s wishes of having Plaintiffs
conduct a complete audit of the Assessor’s Department, including a review of the level of
compliance and effective implementation of the recommendations made by the State Board of
Equalization in their last audit of Orange County. During this meeting, reference was made again to
the fact that LOPEZ would have to give up his property tax consulting practice because it would be
a conflict of interest with the Assessor’s Office employment.

26. During those meetings Plaintiffs were told repeatedly to take as much time as they
needed to complete the audit, and to review and evaluate the Department’s performance. Plaintiffs
were also told that two other persons would be coming in to the Assessor’s Office with Mr. Parrish,

Erick Wickland, a family friend, and Robert Shaw, a then current employee of the SBE.
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27.  Between November 4, 2014 and early 2015, Plaintiffs were asked to work on several
projects by Mr. Parrish. He provided a list of all current Assessor employees containing their base
pay and their overtime wages. He requested a review of this list and to prepare reports summarizing
total overtime used during the year. Several reports were prepared and provided to Mr. Parrish
summarizing the overtime use by individual employees and by sections within the Assessor’s
Department. He also provided a list of the Assessor’s Department employees and requested a
breakdown and ranking of the “good people™ and the “bad people”. He requested more information
about outside contractors doing business with the Assessor’s Office. Mr. Parrish was also interested
in any recommendations that would save money and eliminate waste. All of this information was
prepared and provided to Mr. Parrish at later meetings.

28. In early January 2015, prior to Mr. Parrish being sworn into office, LOPEZ was
asked to attend a meeting with Mr. Parrish and his wife, in the County of Orange Human Resource
Service Department. Present at that meeting were LOPEZ, Steve Danley, Chief Human Resources
Officer, Steve Harness, Human Resources, Assessor Department, and Shaw Lin, Project Manager,
Management Services, Orange County Assessor Department. During that meeting, Mr. Parrish
questioned Mr. Danley about what he could do with Shaw Lin, since he did not consider him
trustworthy. Mr. Danley stated that a reassignment within the County of Orange perhaps could be
explored and might be feasible. During that meeting, Mr. Parrish was confused and would ask for
clarification of many straightforward issues, and at times incoherent. After the conclusion of the
meeting, Mr. Parrish suggested walking over to the Assessor’s Office building to find a place in the
Real Property public service counter where he could hang his picture. They also walked to the
parking area to see where he would be parking. After the conclusion of the meeting, both Mr.
Parrish and Mrs. Parrish stated that he needed LOPEZ in the office and that he would have a job
there as long as LOPEZ wanted it, “for the rest of your life, if you so desire”.

29.  OnJanuary 5, 2015, LOPEZ was asked to attend the swearing in ceremony by Mr.
Parrish and his wife Noel at the Board of Supervisors boardroom. After the conclusion of the
ceremony, LOPEZ and Mr. Parrish and his wife walked over to the Assessor’s Office for a meeting

that was attended by Mr. Parrish, Erick Wickland, Robert Shaw, Shaw Lin, Steve Harness, BALES,
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and LOPEZ. During that meeting Mr. Parrish introduced every body to Shaw Lin and Steve
Harness. and described the role of every person he was bringing on board. He described what his
goals were and his wishes to have an audit of the Assessor’s Department completed to address
problem areas and to also address the areas of deficiencies in the last State Board of Equalization’s
audit. Mr. Parrish questioned Steve Harness as to what would be the best and easiest way to bring
BALES and LOPEZ onboard. Mr. Harness stated that Plaintiffs could be brought in as outside
contractors or as extra help employees. He also stated that it would be easier and faster to bring
Plaintiffs in as extra help employees since an outside contract would have to be approved by the
Board of Supervisors. He also stated that even if Plaintiffs came in at first as extra help, the status
could be changed later, and as outside contractors presented to the Board of Supervisors for
Approval. Plaintiffs were told that as extra help employees they could work up to 960 hours in each
fiscal year, and that after the conclusion of one fiscal year, Plaintiffs would come back as extra help
shortly after July 1%

30. A few days after this meeting, LOPEZ notified his business partner, Michael Wyatt,
that LOPEZ would be taking a leave of absence for at least a year, from the property tax consulting
business. in order to go back to work at the Orange County Assessor’s Office, and avoid a conflict
of interest with his assignments.

31.  On Friday, January 30, 2015, prior to reporting to work the following week, Mr.
Parrish provided Plaintiffs with a list with about 35 names of Assessor employees due for
employment probation reviews and requested individual reviews of each employee personnel file,
provide comments on their performance, and our recommendation for the approval or denial of their
supervisor’s recommendation for permanent employment status and salary increase.

32, On Monday February 2, 2015, LOPEZ reported to work to the Orange County
Assessor’s Office. After settling in, LOPEZ went looking for Mr. Parrish and was told by Steve
Harness and Shaw Lin that he was not in, and that he does not show up for work until noon. Later
on that afternoon, BALES and LOPEZ met with Mr. Parrish in private, and then with Shaw Lin.
LOPEZ and BALES expressed their intentions of starting the audit with the Business Division, and

all of its sub-sections, Marine and Aircraft, Business Appeals, Business Processing, [.eased
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Equipment, Audit. The scope of the audit was presented, and it included a review of procedures,
policies, and their implementation. The audit would also focus on staffing requirements and staff
performance as well as determining compliance with all applicable property tax laws, rules, and
regulations. LOPEZ also advised Mr. Parrish that outside county agencies that are involved with
the Assessor in the property tax process would also be contacted in order to establish how effective
this interaction is and what areas could use improvements or changes, if any. The departments
mentioned were: The Tax Collector, Auditor Controller, and the Clerk of the Assessment Appeals
Board. LOPEZ also requested a staff member to assist BALES and LOPEZ to learn and use the new
Assessor’s computer system. The Assessor provided very specific Instructions to Shaw Lin to draft
up a memo notifying section heads about LOPEZ" and BALES’ presence in the office and about
their cooperation with LOPEZ’ and BALES’ requests. Based on that meeting, BALES and LOPEZ
started to prepare questionnaires for the staff, and requested a list of all user reports in existence
from the Computer Systems Manager. BALES and LOPEZ presented this requested to Winnie Wen|
Computer Systems Manager.

33 During the next few weeks, staff members from the Assessor’s Office started
approaching BALES and LOPEZ. The issues that were raised ranged from:

High-level manager filing false payroll & expense reports with his supervisor’s knowledge.

a.
b. Employee discrimination over political affiliations and voting preferences.

& Management’s failure to provide reasonable accommodations to an employee for a
documented medical condition.

d. Intentional over-assessment of taxpayers

& Manipulation by management of the mandatory audit list for 2014 in order to avoid
refunding overpayments.

f. Lack of control & accountability for service contracts for equipment not being serviced.
g. Outside contractors providing services to the Assessor not being monitored.

h. Appeals deputy harassing and abusing taxpayers with supervisor’s knowledge.

i. Arbitrary assessment of taxpayers without any basis.

34. BALES and LOPEZ met with the Assessor and advised him of the issues that the
staff was bringing to their attention. BALES and LOPEZ asked if they could bring these people in tg

see Parrish, and he agreed.

35. In a meeting with the Assessor, Shaw Lin, BALES and LOPEZ, Shaw Lin stated that

he was aware that a couple of complaints had been submitted through the “We Tip™ hot line and that
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Steve Harness was in the process of investigating them. In that same meeting, the Assessor decided
to have 3 Auditor-Appraisers audition for the selection of the one person that would help BALES
and LOPEZ with the new computer system.

36. During one of the presentations of the audit section computer system, BALES and
LOPEZ noticed a large number of unassigned audits. BALES and LOPEZ made note of one large
company due for audit, Kohl’s Department Stores, to research it further. The Assessor’s findings
for the prior audit of this company resulted in a very substantial refund to the taxpayer. A memo
was submitted to Mr. Parrish dated February 18, 2015, bringing this issue to his attention. Further
research revealed that this was not an isolated instance, and that at least there were more than a 100
other taxpayers that were intentionally dropped from the mandatory audit list, and years subject to
audit, to purposely allow the applicable Statute of Limitations to expire.

37 During the last presentation, an Auditor-Appraiser 111 assigned to the Business
Appeals section made a presentation and several statements during that presentation of how
unfairly, arbitrarily, and discriminatorily, the Assessor’s Office treats small businesses in Orange
County. She provided an example of a small company that had been filing and paying their
property taxes to Orange County for several years, being double assessed arbitrarily by the
Assessor. During the presentation, BALES and LOPEZ were lead to believe that there were about
60,000 of these arbitrary assessments made annually by the Assessor. BALES and LOPEZ
expressed to the Assessor their desire to do additional research within the Assessor’s Office, the Tax]
Collectors’ Office, and the Auditor Controller’s Office to establish how many of these arbitrary
assessments were made for the last several years, how many of them remain uncollected, how many
have resulted in tax liens, and how many of them have been cancelled.

38.  During the 3 weeks that BALES and LOPEZ worked in the Assessor’s Office, they
encountered obstacles and resistance trying to carry out assignments. BALES and LOPEZ were
never given open access to staff or records. BALES and LOPEZ were pulled off from meetings that

they were scheduled to attend at the last minute for fear of what they might disclose or bring up

during these meetings.
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39. During the last week and a half of their employment, BALES and LOPEZ were able
to complete a superficial review of the Marine and Aircraft Section of the Business Division. During
this review, BALES and LOPEZ determined that this section was overstaffed by 2 auditor
appraisers, and 1 clerical person. It was also established that this section does not require the skills
and expertise of an Appraiser 111, or Appraiser II, and that Auditor Appraiser 1’s can more than
adequately satisfy the staffing requirements and also be more cost effective. It was also determined
that there are many areas of duplications in that section, and several levels of supervision and
approvals that are also redundant. A memo was presented to the Assessor on February 13, 2015.

40. On several occasions during meetings with Mr. Parrish, he would hold his hands high
up in the air and state that they were bringing too many issues up at the same time. He would state
that he could only handle one issue at a time. During these meetings, he would also brag about how
he was hiding alcohol in his water bottles. After a while, it became apparent to BALES and LOPEZ
that either because of age, mental faculty issues, or drinking issues, Mr. Parrish was not fit to run thg
Assessor’s Office.

41. On Thursday, February 19, 2015, LOPEZ was called by Mr. Parrish into his office.
When he went into his office, Steve Harness followed him in. Mr. Parrish stated that LOPEZ had
done great work while he was there. He also said that he was brought in as part of the transition
team and that the transition was now completed. He stated that it was the end of the pay period, and
that he did not need him anymore. and to clear his things out. BALES was also terminated on that
date.

42.  The Plaintiffs have timely complied with the State Tort Claim filing procedures.
There is no longer any requirement to file any claim with the Labor Commission. (See Labor Code

section 98.7((g) which is effective 1/1/14)
FIRST CAUSE OF ACTION

(RETALIATION IN VIOLATION OF PUBLIC POLICY (Labor
Code §§ 1102.5, et seq.) — AS AGAINST ALL DEFENDANTS)
43.  Plaintiffs reallege and restate all the paragraphs and causes of action contained herein|

and incorporate them by reference as though fully set forth at length.
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44, Defendants, and each of them, for illegal purposes, did. in fact, do the acts as
mentioned above and all other acts of retaliation as hereinabove-mentioned partly in violation of
Labor Code section 1102.5, et seq. The above-described acts, and each of them, were in violation of]
Plaintiffs' right to be free from retaliation for reporting illegal acts expressed in section 1102.5.

45. Plaintiffs are informed and believe and thereupon allege that the Defendants, and
each of them, intentionally and with reckless disregard of the probable consequences of their
actions, violated Plaintiffs’ rights guaranteed by the above-mentioned laws of the State of California
to be free from retaliation because of above-mentioned reporting of wrongdoing and/or illegal acts
by conspiring, participating in, ratifying, authorizing, and/or allowing a retaliatory environment to
exist wherein Plaintiffs were continually retaliated against as hereinabove set forth.

46. As a direct and proximate result of the actions of Defendants, and each of them,
Plaintiffs have been caused to suffer and continue to suffer from lost wages and other economic
damage, humiliation, anxiety, severe emotional distress, and other benefits all to their economic and

non-economic general damages according to proof at the time of trial.

SECOND CAUSE OF ACTION
(WRONGFUL TERMINATION (PUBLIC POLICY VIOLATIONS) - AS AGAINST ALL
DEFENDANTS)
47.  Plaintiffs reallege and restate all the paragraphs and causes of action contained herein|

and incorporate them by reference as though fully set forth at length.

48.  Defendant illegally terminated Plaintiffs from their employment because of
Plaintiffs” complaints and reports of statutory violations, which terminations were in violation of the
public policy.

49, As a proximate result of this wrongful termination in violation of public policy,
Plaintiffs were caused to suffer, and continue to suffer, from humiliation, anxiety, severe emotional
distress, worry, fear, and special damages (to include lost wages) all to their special and general
damage according to proof at the time of trial.

50. Defendant did the things hereinabove alleged. intentionally, oppressively, and

maliciously with an evil and malevolent motive to injure Plaintiffs. These acts, which resulted in
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Plaintiffs” wrongful termination against public policy, were obnoxious, despicable, and ought not to
be suffered by any member of the community.
51. All actions of Defendant, their employees and agents, and each of them as herein
alleged, were known, ratified and approved by the officers or managing agents of Defendant.
THIRD CAUSE OF ACTION
(BREACH OF IMPLIED AND EXPRESS CONTRACT OF CONTINUED EMPLOYMENT
— AS AGAINST ALL DEFENDANTS)

52.  Plaintiffs reallege and restate all the paragraphs and causes of action contained hereinl
and incorporate them by reference as though fully set forth at length.

53.  Plaintiffs were employed by defendant for over 30 years, consistently received either
good or excellent performance evaluations and merit raises, were assured on numerous occasions
that upon returning to work at the County, they would not be terminated arbitrarily, and relied on
the provisions of the personnel manual regarding the causes for which employees could be
discharged, to conclude that Plaintiffs and defendant had entered into an implied contract that
Plaintiffs would not be discharged unless there was good cause to do so.

54.  Based on the oral representations and promises and conduct of defendant, as set forth
above, Plaintiffs had an employment contract with defendant that they would be employed by
defendant so long as their performance was satisfactory and that defendant would not discharge
them without good and just cause.

55. The terms of the employment contract included, but were not limited to, the
following: defendant would not demote or discharge Plaintiffs without good cause and fair warning,
based on objective, reasonable job evaluations of Plaintiffs.

56.  Plaintiffs at all times fulfilled their duties and conditions under the contract and has
been ready, willing, and able to continue performing them in a competent and satisfactory manner.

57.  Notwithstanding the express and implied promise to terminate the employment
contract only for good cause, defendant terminated Plaintiffs' employment.

I
/1
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58.  Asa proximate result of defendant's breach of the employment contract, Plaintiffs
have suffered and continue to suffer losses in earnings and other employment benefits, to their
damage in an amount to be established at trial.

PRAYER

WHEREFORE, Plaintiffs pray for judgment against Defendants, and each of them;

L For a money judgment representing compensatory damages including lost wages,
commissions, and other employment benefits, and all other sums of money together with interest on

said amounts in an amount to be proven at the time of trial.

g For a money judgment for mental pain and anguish, emotional distress and general

damages in an amount to be proven at the time of trial.

3 For prejudgment interest, if applicable.

4. For costs of suit, including attorney's fees as authorized by federal and/or state law, if]
applicable.

5. For such and other further relief as the Court may deem just and proper.

JORGENSEN & SALBERG, LLP

a4

RICHARIIA. JORGENSEN,
Attgphey for Plaintiffs, JORGE LOPEZ and
LARRY BALES

Dated: August 18, 2015
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