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THOMAS DYLAN PUNZO PLEADS GUILTY 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 July 14, 2003, before U.S. District Judge Sam E. Haddon, THOMAS DYLAN PUNZO pled guilty to charges of attempted importation of Red Phosphorus and agreed to forfeiture.  PUNZO is to appear for sentencing on October 30, 2003, at 10:00 a.m.


In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States, the government stated it would prove that on January 21, 2003, a male caller using the name “Robert Armatage” contacted UNIVAR Ltd., a chemical supply company, in Calgary, Alberta, Canada.  Investigation later established that Armatage was an alias for Thomas Dylan PUNZO. PUNZO provided a telephone number with the area code 505.  The area code indicated that the telephone was in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  PUNZO purported to be a rancher from Montana, and he was attempting to order fifty kilograms of Red Phosphorus (Hydriodic Acid and Dimethylsulfoxide).  Red Phosphorus is a precursor chemical that is commonly used in the manufacture of methamphetamine.


On January 23, 2003, PUNZO contacted UNIVAR by telephone, and he finalized his order for the fifty kilograms of Red Phosphorus. PUNZO told UNIVAR that he would be sending money orders to pay for the Red Phosphorus. Four days later, on January 27, 2003, PUNZO called UNIVAR and stated that he was “liquidating” assets, and that he would be sending the money orders very soon.


On January 31, 2003, ICE Special Agents received the return on the Customs Narcotics Enforcement Subpoena issued for the telephone number provided by PUNZO. Sprint Spectrum Communications confirmed that the subscriber for this telephone number was Thomas PUNZO in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  


On February 26, 2003, PUNZO, again using the name “Robert Armatage”, contacted UNIVAR.  PUNZO increased his order to 100 kilograms of Red Phosphorus, and he again stated that he would be sending money orders. PUNZO provided a new call-back, telephone number.


On March 5, 2003, ICE Special Agents received the return on the Customs Narcotics Enforcement Subpoena issued for the new number provided by PUNZO. According to Sprint Spectrum representatives, this number was a telephone issued to Thomas PUNZO, under the same Sprint account number in New Mexico.


On April 22, 2003, UNIVAR received a Bank of America cashiers’ check from PUNZO in the amount of $1800.00 for the original order of fifty kilograms of Red Phosphorus.  The company also received a letter with the payment from “Robert Armatage.”  The letter explained that he was delayed in sending the money due to the death of his mother and he would not be able to travel to Calgary, but he was sending his friend, Thomas PUNZO.  Calgary Police were able to lift PUNZO’s fingerprints from the letter sent to UNIVAR.


On May 5, 2003, UNIVAR made arrangements with Thomas PUNZO to pick up the Red Phosphorus order on May 8, 2003 in the morning hours.  PUNZO called UNIVAR on May 8, 2003, from the Alberta Motel, 1101 Central Ave. West, Great Falls, Montana, stating that he would be at UNIVAR before 3 p.m. (MST) on that date.  At approximately 1:20 p.m.(MST), Special Agent Frazen observed a subject matching the description of Thomas PUNZO, sitting in a silver 2003 Toyota 4 Runner, identified by a rear New Mexico license plate, at the rest area in Sweetgrass, Montana, approximately 500 yards south of the international border.  The vehicle was registered to Thomas PUNZO of Albuquerque, New Mexico. 


On May 8, 2003, at approximately 1:30 p.m. (MST), Thomas PUNZO entered the Republic of Canada at the Port of Coutts/Sweetgrass.  PUNZO identified himself with a New Mexico Driver’s License, and he was the driver and sole occupant of the silver Toyota 4 Runner.  PUNZO explained to Canada Customs and Immigration authorities that he was currently unemployed, and that he was traveling to Banff for a fishing trip. At 3:20 p.m. (MST), PUNZO called UNIVAR from Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada, and he made new arrangements to pick the precursor chemical up on May 9, 2003 between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m.


On May 9, 2003, at 11:44 a.m. (MST) Thomas PUNZO arrived at UNIVAR Ltd. in Calgary, Alberta, Canada.  PUNZO received his 50 kg order of Red Phosphorus.  Members of the Calgary Police Service observed PUNZO put the chemical order in his 2003 Toyota 4 Runner.  PUNZO then traveled to the Econolodge in Calgary, where, according to statements later made by PUNZO, he attempted to repackage and conceal the Red Phosphorus in his vehicle.


On May 10, 2003, at approximately 12:00 p.m. (MST), Thomas PUNZO traveled south in his vehicle towards the US/Canada border.  At approximately 6:00 p.m. (MST)  PUNZO drove within one half mile north of the Port of Entry at Piegan, Montana, near Carway, Alberta, but turned around and returned to Cardston, Alberta, where he was arrested by Canadian authorities for Canada Immigration and safety violations.

PUNZO was searched incident to his arrest.  PUNZO had small amounts of heroin and methamphetamine in his pants pockets.  He admitted at that time that  he was under the influence of heroin.


On May 10, 2003, at 7:00 p.m. (MST), ICE agents, Calgary Police Service officers, and Integrated Border Enforcement Team (IBET) members conducted a search of the Toyota 4Runner with a New Mexico license plate. Agents located ten 5kg plastic bags containing a red powder substance (suspected Red Phosphorus).  The bags were hidden in a suitcase in the rear of the vehicle, a plastic storage box in the backseat of the vehicle, inside the back of the front, passenger seat, and one bag was on the passenger-side floor in a blue plastic bag under papers.  The precursor was sampled by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Clandestine Lab Investigator at 8:50 p.m. (MST), and a hazardous materials team responded to dispose of the Red Phosphorus shortly after. Agents located the carbons from the money order that was sent to UNIVAR on April 22, 2003 for $1800.00 (payment for chemical order), in the glove box of PUNZO’s vehicle.  ICE agents observed and photographed numerous items of drug paraphernalia to include needles (used and unused), a cooking spoon with filter / residue, and a lighter.  ICE agents also located and photographed work gloves covered in red powder that were hidden in the driver’s door. 


Later that day the Calgary Police Service Drug Unit interviewed Thomas PUNZO at the Cardston RCMP Detachment building.  PUNZO was given an advisement of his Canadian rights.  He admitted that he purchased the Red Phosphorus from UNIVAR in Calgary, and he intended to transport it over the US/Canada border to Albuquerque, New Mexico, where he planned to sell it for approximately $86,000.  PUNZO stated that he knew that the 50 kg of Red Phosphorus would be used for the manufacture of methamphetamine.


He faces possible penalties for attempted importation of Red Phosphorus of 20 years in prison, a $250,000 fine and 3 years supervised release.  As a result of the foregoing offense, PUNZO may have to forfeit all property, real or personal, constituting proceeds used to commit or facilitate those offenses, including the 2003 Toyota 4-Runner.


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


The investigation was conducted by the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement.
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