Sun-Sentinelocom

GET THELATEST BREAKING NEWS

W : :
_:::Ei:;N:IﬁEa:'_' Df_“_:_[:;i"-!HEH 4, 2002

Testimony
weakens
Seminole

fraud case

Three are on trial
in theft of millions
from tribe.

BY JOHN HOLLAND
STABFWHITER

The case against three men
accused of stealing millions
from the Seminole Indians be-
ganunraveling Tuesday when
wo government witnesses tes-
tified that the tribe routinely
approved shaky businegs prac-
tices similar to those now on
trial.

Seminole General Counsel
Jim Shore and former account-
ing supervisor Bonnie Garris
detalled a lax, at times nonexis-
lent system of monitoring the
3300 million annual casino
windfall and the way it is used.
Shore testified there are few re-
strictions on how tribal leaders
spend millions they're allotted
each year, and conceded that
former Seminole Chairman
James Billie has a history of
working secret financial deals
without telling the tribe.




Tribal chief’s testifying is uncertain
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“*Sometimes Billie would
have already taken the next
step before we knew [what he
wasworking on],” Shore said,
“Sometimes these things
would be done before we knew
the legal aspects.”

Whether Billie did that this
time is the key to the trial of for-
mer Seminole Operations
Manager Tim Cox, tribe senior
adviser Dan Wisher, and Mi-
chael Crumpton, who are
charged with bilking $2.7 mil-
liom from the tribe.

Prosecutors said the trio act-
ed on their ownand et up se-
crel accounts to steal the mon-
ey, while defense lawyers
argue their clients worked for
Billie and got snared in his lat-
est deal,

Meither side is saying wheth-
er Billie, who has long been a
target of federal prosecutors,
will testify.

On Tuesday, Shore testified
that Billie saw the Internet as a
potential source of at least $700
million over three years and a
way to cement his position as

‘the undisputed savior of the

2,500-member nation. Bui
Shore said he and other tribal
elders worried that the gaming
was illegal and could jeopar-
dize existing casino operations
spread throughout the state.

Much of the evidence isn't in
dispute, Cox transferred 2.7
million from a tribal invest-
ment account into personal
and business accounts con-
trolled by him, Wisher and
Crumpton, Wisher's son-in-
law. The money was trans-
ferred to bunks in Hollywood,
Belize and Nicaragua, where
the tribe has extensive busi-
ness inferests,

Prosecutors contend the
men simply stole the money
and created phony companies,
including one ¢alled Virtual
Data, to hide their actions.
Their extreme efforts to cover
their tracks prove their guilt,
Asgistant U.5. Attorneys Rose
Rodriguez and Ed Stamm said.

Lawyers for the men con-
cede they created fake invoices
to fend off the tribe’s auditors.
But they insisi Billie approved
everylhing,

Much of Tuesday's testimo-
ny focused on the tribe’s busi-
ness practices and undercut
several of the prosecution’s

prime arguments,

For instance, proseculors
said tribe members didn't
know about Virtual Data. But
defense attorneys produced
Seminole bank statements
showing Virtusl Data trans-
ferred $25,000 directly to the
Seminoles in July of 2000,

And Garris, whoworked for
the tribe for 24 years until quit-
ting in 2000 after a dispute with
Cox, acknowledged that she
had set up a special system to
pay for Wisher's credit card
and other expenses he racked
up in Belize. She also testified
that she thought he was setting
up an Internet casino there,

That contradicted prosecu-
tor's contentions that the tribe
didn't know anything about the
deal.

But the biggest blow 1o pros-
ecutors came when atiorneys
Ken Lipman and Bruce Zimet
produced documents showing
that as much as $850,000 of
Seminole money was trans-
ferred to a private account con-
trolled by Garris in 1996. She
testified the money was used to
pay for extensive Seminole fes-
tivities in Atlanta during the
Summer Olympics.

MNoone contends Garris did

anything wrong and she has
not been charged and was ney-
erunder investigation, Bul de-
fense lawyers used the transac-
tions to showit's not unusual
for the tribe to put money in
private accounts of seniorem-

ployees and use them to run

operations, The same thing

happened in Belize with Cox

and Wisherat the direction of

Billie, the lawyers said,

Whether Billie will testify re-
mainsg unclear, although he
clearly could tip the ease in ei-
ther direction. Federal investi-
gators offered deals to Cox and
Wisher if they testified against
him. If Billie testified the men
acted on his orders, the govern-
ment’'s case would likely dig
but the testimony could put Bils
lie in legal jeopardy. If he testi=
fied they went out on their own
and stole the money, the men
could be convicted.

But then they would be fac-
ing lengthy prison sentences
and probably be more inclined
to testily against him.

John Holland can be reached
at jholland@isun-
sentinel.com or 954-356-4604.



