


vhom the defendants had either stolen or obtained identification documents,
such as drivers’ licenses. The documents were altered to display
photographs of the defendants, who then used them in cashing or attempting
to cash these altered checks at Seattle and Tacoma area banks.

The collection boxes referred to in the criminal complaints are the blue
street boxes utilized by the public to place letters which will be picked
up by the U. S. Postal Service for processing and delivery. Other check
letters were allegedly stolen from individual rural mailboxes. Inspector
in Charge Miera stated that the Postal Inspection Service is working with
the Seattle Post Office to modify collection boxes so they are less
vulnerable to criminal attack. Miera cautioned that customers should also
note the last scheduled pick-up time which is posted on all collection
boxes; that it is a good practice not to deposit mail after the last
pick-up for that day.

Inspector in Charge Miera also cautioned the public not to place their
outgoing letters in rural mailboxes. "Unfortunately, the red flag
customers raise to alert our employees that outgoing mail is in the box is
also a red flag for the thief. A prudent crime prevention practice is to
deposit those letters inside a post office or mail them from your work
place."

Inspector in Charge Miera noted that key information which assisted Postal
Inspectors in these cases came from concerned citizens who observed, and
reported, suspicious activity around collection boxes. "We appreciate the
public’s help in identifying postal thieves. We are offering a reward of up
to $10,000 for information which leads to the arrest and conviction of
anyone stealing mail,"” Inspector in Charge Miera said. Persons can contact
the Seattle Postal Inspectors’ Office at 442-6300. All information will be
kept in confidence.

Following the earlier arrests, on February 16, 1994, a Federal Grand Jury
at Seattle returned Indictments against MINNICK, McDONALD, and JORDAN.
These indictments charge them with one count each of bank fraud and
possession of stolen mail, and are related to the violations detailed in
earlier criminal complaints. MINNICK, McDONALD, and JOHN HECKENDORN remain
in Federal custody. On February 17, JORDAN was released to home detention
with electronic monitoring. :

The penalty upon conviction for possession of stolen mail is up to five
years and/or a $250,000 fine. The penalty upon conviction for bank fraud
is up to $1 million and/or thirty years imprisonment. The charges
contained in the indictments and criminal - complaints in these cases are
accusations and the defendants are presumed innocent until proven guilty by
a jury at trial.
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. To guard against future thefts,
Post office mailboxes the post office plans to provide an
raid ed by thieves indoor mail slot that is available at
. all times. Drop your mail in the
lookmg for cash indoor slot or mail it from your

Postal inspectors are investigat-
ing thefis from the mail collection
boxes outside the Wedgwood post
office. The thefts apparently
started in mid-January and oc-
curred between 5 p.m. Saturday
and 6 a.m. Monday. Suspects have
been identified and arrests are
expected soon.

Postal Inspector Jim Bordenet
said he believes the thefts are
“drug-driven” and the thieves are
looking for cash, credit cards or
checks that can be washed, rewrit-
ten and cashed. The thieves
apparently used a counterfeit key
to open the collection boxes.

Reports also have been received
concerning mail stolen from home
mailboxes in the Wedgwood area.
Bordenet said most mail theft is
from home mailboxes and it has
increcased significantly since 1987.

business. Never leave mail at your
home mailbox for your carrier to
pick up, and don’t leave incoming
mail sitting in your mailbox.
Please report any suspicious
activity around any mailboxes by
calling 911 and the postal inspec-
tors at 442-6300. A reward of up
to $1,000 is offered
for confidential
information leading
1o an arrest.
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“Don’t leave
- W% o
your mail in

the mailbox

Whether postal inspector, de-
tective, banK official or victim,
the advice for Lakewood is pret-
ty simple.

Don’'t use your rural-type mail
box.

**That red flag is a red flag for
the thief,'” said postal inspector
Jim Bordenet.

or incoming mail, Bordenet
suggested that people have a
trusted neighbor pick up the
mail. For outgoing, he suggests
people drop their mail off at the
post office, rent a post .office .
a . box or get several neighbors to- s

' gether to purchase a locked
ncighborhood collection box.

‘“We're going to get a Posl
Office box,”’ said recent mail
theft victim Carrie Lindsay.

And if you do notice suspi-
cious activity, try to get a physi-
cal description and license plate
and report the incident to local
police and the postal inspector’s
office.

The nearest postal inspectors
office can be reached by calling P
(206) 442-6300. The Postal In- > -A7THE PEVESION
spection Service has an ongoin =
reward program. with reoards  PUBLICATION: Valley Meos

payable for up to $1,000 fer in- CITY & ST: TAcomA WA
formation leading (o arrest anc CASE INSPECTOR: Gt ), Licey
conviclion of anyone stealing

mail.

To report check forgerics with
the Pierce County Sheriff's of-
fice, call 591-7530.
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/'l;gieves steal mail, forge ¢h

By Daven Rosener
Editor

That little flag on your mail-
box is not belping your mail
man.

It's alenting mail thieves of
ready-to-steal mail — mail that
often includes personal checks.

Ask Lakewood resident Car-
rie Lindsay.

A ready-for-the-mail stack of
bills was recently stolen. The
thief altered her checks, making
them payable to someone elsé
and payable for a new, higher
amount of money.

*I did all my bills — had
them all stacked up and put
them in my maiibox,’* she said.
Everything was fine until her
bank called three days later tel-
ling her one of her checks had
been altered.

One check, written for $5.61,
had been altered to $150, paya-
Ne (0 someone she didn’t know.

Lindsay was a victim of a rel-

ely new form of fraud where

..1gers chemically wash the ink

off checks, wriling in new
*‘payee*® names and pew
amounts. .

So far, Lindsay and at least 25
other Lakewood residents have
had checks stolen and chemical-
ly washed this year.

*“It’s when they sec the red
flag on the mail box that they
spring into action,"* said Pierce
County Sheriff Detective Rob
Floberg. He suspects there are
four rings of check washers op-
eraling in Pierce and neighbor-
ing counties.
“‘Some of the erasures have
been done so well evenifitisa
forgery, you look at it real.close
and can‘t even see the old ink,™
Floberg said.

Typically, check washers
keep the new amount to under
$400. **They try to keep it under
a greedy amount because it at-

tracts attention,’* he said.
Roughly 90 percent of the
payee names are stolen IDs. The

“other 10 percent *‘are either so

dumb they use their own name,
or they want drugs so bad they
don’t care if they get caught for
the forgery,” Floberg said.
Floberg, along with bank loss

investigators, U.S. Postal in-
spectors, and even the FBI are
iiler check washers. :

**They love mortgage chec
because they know they're fair-
ly good sized,' said a Seafirst
loss investigator.

And often times, victims

don’t know sbout the theft of pummeasiuen

checks from their mailboxes un-
til much later. Victims realize
something is wrong when they
find out the bill they mailed is
overdue, or when their checks
start bouncing.

Who pays the price for check
washing crimes?.

Whoever cashes it. That
means the banks. But more of-
ten, it means the retail merchant,
said Jason Moulton, FBI white
collar crime supervisor for the

state of Washington.

According to Moulton, rough-
1y $14 million was lost in bank
fraud of one form or another in
1992.

Beyond not using the mailbox
in front of your home for outgo-
ing bills and mail, bank loss in-
vestigators suggest that people
keep up with balancing their

checkbooks against their state-
ments.

And once you find out your
personal check has been altered,
**you need to get down to the
bank and close the account,”’
said recent victim Carrie Linds-
day.

From what she has leamed,
her stolen checks somehow
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mixed with checks stolen fro.
individuals in Spanaway an
South Tacoma.

And one of Lindsay's for
missing checks is still missin;

It tums your life wupsic
down,** she said, after closin
her checking account, opening
aew one and replacing all of he
bank cards.
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/Mgil theft on the rise
ifi South King County

Mail theft is on the rise again
in our area. Residents should be
on alert, as checks are being re-
moved from mailboxes, washed,
and re-written for hundreds of
dollars more than the original
amount, and are being cashed.
Most victims don't realize it has
happcned to them until it's too
late ... their checking accounts
are over drawn.

Most mail thefts occur on
isolated roads. Many suspects
know the scheduled time of the
carriers and watch for them.

Here is some advice on how
people can safeguard their own
mail:

*Form a neighborhood watch
to protect the mail.

*Remove mail as soon as it is
delivered. @

oIf planning to be out of
town, have a neighbor pick up
the mail, or it can be held at a
local post office for up to 30
days.

Outgoing mail should be put

in the mailbox just before the
carrier is scheduled to arrive. It
should never sit in the box over- -
night. The raised red flag carries
a double meaning to vandals.

The best and safest place foy”
outgoing mail is a letter slot in
the lobby of a post office. Sec-
ond to that is a collection box.

It is a federal offense to tam-
per with the U.S. mail. How-
ever, it is best not to confront
the suspect(s) yourself. Obtain a
description of the vehicle and the
suspect(s) if possible and the li-
cense number of the vehicle.
Then call the postal inspector's
office at 442-6300. This is a 24-
hour number. ‘(
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The Courts

U.S. District Court, Seattle
Sentenced: Two Renton residents
for their part ina scheme to use coun-
terfeit keys to steal checks and credit
cards from private mailboxes and
Postal Service boxes on Capitol Hill
in Seattle.

Federal Court Judge Barbara
Rothstein sentenced William Brid-
well, 28, to 21 months in prison and
Kelly Whitaker, 27, to 37 months for
the thefts last fall. The judge also or-
dered the two to pay $31,000 in resti-
tution.

Authorities arrested 13 people
last spring in connection with the
thefts. The thieves stole credit cards,
outgoing mail containing signed
checks and packages of blank checks
sent to bank customers by check-
printing firms.
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