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JAMES R. HOUSE SENTENCED IN U.S. FEDERAL COURT

Bill Mercer, United States Attorney for the District of Montana, announced today that during a federal court session in Great Falls, on April 10, 2003, before U.S. District Judge Sam E. Haddon, JAMES R. HOUSE, age 32, appeared for sentencing.  HOUSE  was sentenced to a term of: 

! 


Prison: 1 month

! 


Supervised Release: 3 years 

! 


Restitution: $5,042.11

! 


Special Assessment: $100


HOUSE was sentenced in connection with his guilty plea to charges of theft from Amtrak; an organization receiving federal funds.  In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States on December 20, 2002, the government stated it would prove at trial that the National Railroad Passenger Corporation, commonly known as Amtrak, is a designated federal entity created by Congress in 1970 to provide intercity and commuter rail service.  It is a private corporate organization, but is subsidized heavily by federal monies to maintain its operations.


Between April 19, 1999, and February 25, 2002, HOUSE was an Assistant Conductor for Amtrak on the Empire Builder, a route that across northern Montana en route to either Chicago or Seattle.  HOUSE’S duties included selling tickets to passengers who board Amtrak without prepaid tickets.  Conductors are issued “cash fare ticket stock”, a booklet of Amtrak tickets from which they can provide passengers with tickets in exchange for payment of the required fare, depending on destination.  Upon their request, conductors would be issued a booklet of tickets, generally turning in the tickets grid from the booklet they seek to replace.  When a conductor issues a ticket, he or she punches a hole in the ticket grid; when all the tickets are sold all segments of the grid should be punched out, reflecting that the conductor has issued, and received money for, all of the Amtrak tickets in the booklet.


At the final destination, a conductor is required to remit all sales information.  


Amtrak maintains an “Aging Report”.  The Aging Report represents a history or reconciliation of all cash fare ticket stock remitted by a conductor.  If tickets have been issued to a conductor but not apparently sold, or sold with no remittance information on file, then those tickets are considered to be outstanding and listed in the Aging Report. 


Amtrak compliance consultants perform “spot checks” of Aging Reports in an attempt to discover conductors who may have an inordinately large amount of outstanding ticket stock.  In March of 2002, an Amtrak consultant reviewed HOUSE’S Aging Report and determined that he had 250 outstanding, or unaccounted for, tickets.  The Aging Report was compared to other Amtrak records, including Ticket Sales Request Reports, used to balance Amtrak books for verification that no monies had been receipted to Amtrak.  Investigative inquiries on two other Assistant Conductors working out of the Shelby station had been initiated in the months prior to the review of HOUSE’S Aging Report.


On April 14, 2002, the Office of Inspector General (OIG) for Amtrak audited HOUSE’S sales and receipts.  The audit revealed that 300 tickets had been issued to HOUSE: 16 were returned unissued; 225 had either been remitted or voided; 52 had been sold to passengers but for which there was no corresponding payment deposited with Amtrak; and, seven (7) were unaccounted for in any manner.  All of the 225 tickets identified as remitted were surrendered to Amtrak on February 20, 2002 (200) or February 26, 2002 (25), some which dated back as many as 19 months.  Amtrak requires payment to be made within 48 hours of the sale of the ticket.


When interviewed HOUSE claimed he could not recall when he began keeping Amtrak fares rather than turning them in within the time allowed.  After a period of withholding receipts he became afraid to remit the monies for fear of losing his position with Amtrak.  HOUSE claimed he kept all of the monies in a box in his closet.


The audit disclosed that HOUSE had kept approximately $18,915.79 (or an average of $540.45 per month) from direct sales of tickets to Amtrak customers in the 35 month period of the indictment.  


Assistant U.S. Attorney Carl Rostad prosecuted this case for the United States.


The investigative agency was the Office of Inspector General for Amtrak.
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