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SUSAN HILL 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 Billings, on January 23, 2004, before U.S. District Judge Richard F. Cebull, SUSAN L. HILL, a 56-year-old resident of Liberty, Iowa, pled guilty to 23 counts of wire fraud, 5 counts of mail fraud and 14 counts of money laundering. As a result of these offenses, HILL will forfeit money used during the commission of those crimes. Sentencing is set for April 22, 2004.  HILL is currently released on her own recognizance.


In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States, the government stated it would prove at trial that in May of 1989, HILL purchased Mountain Escrow of Whitefish and moved the company to Hamilton.  She renamed the company Mountain Financial Services and conducted business in Hamilton until 1992.  In 1992, HILL changed the name of the escrow service to Cloverhill Mortgage Group and moved the business to Durant, Iowa.  HILL operated the escrow business out of her personal residence.  In operating the escrow business, HILL had access to all the title documents in numerous real estate contract for deed transactions and payment histories for those transactions.


Access to these legitimate contract for deed title documents and payment histories allowed HILL to falsely represent sellers’ interests for sale or obtain early payoffs from buyers, convert those funds to her own use and conceal the payoff by making monthly payments to the seller.  HILL accomplished these fraudulent transactions by assuming identities, forging signatures on real estate title documents, operating mail drop boxes, and lying to everyone involved in each transaction.  Many of the fraudulent transactions were accomplished through legitimate mortgage banking businesses.  Some of the fraudulent transactions were accomplished directly with a victim investor.  


All of the fraudulent transactions required that title documents and money wiring instructions be transmitted from HILL’s base of operations in Durant, Iowa to the mortgage bankers and investor victims in Montana.  Selected mailings and use of the wires in each fraudulent transaction are set forth in Counts 1 - 28 of the Indictment.  The government would have proved each mail fraud and wire fraud count described in the Indictment through the admission of a particular document wired or mailed as alleged in furtherance of the fraud.


In order for HILL to continue and accomplish the mail and wire fraud alleged in the Indictment, she needed the investors’ money under her control.  This control allowed her to continue making payments to the original seller where she had obtained an early payoff and to simply divert the funds for her own use at the escrow business for related costs of the criminal enterprise.  HILL accomplished this control of the investors’ money by requiring the investor’s wire monies representing their investment to bank accounts owned by HILL as charged in Counts 29 - 42 of the Indictment.


HILLS’ fraudulent scheme bilked investors of $1,291,878.01.  This amount represents monies paid by investors believing they were purchasing a seller’s interest in legitimate contracts for deed or buyers believing they were paying off their contract for deed early and would obtain clear title to their property.  In fact, HILL’s fraudulent conduct resulted in the investors paying large sums of money and receiving no payments or security in return.  Similarly, the buyers paid large sums of money which was not forwarded to the original sellers in the contract for deed transaction.  Sometimes this left the original sellers unpaid and without security.  Alternately, it left the buyers without title to property for which they had paid in full.  


HILL’S criminal conduct as alleged in the Indictment and as would have been proved at trial amounts to $1,291,878.01 of money laundering.  Therefore, this money is forfeitable to the United States.


She faces possible penalties for wire fraud and mail fraud of 30 years in prison, a $1,000,000 fine and 5 years supervised release.  HILL faces penalties for money laundering of 20 years in prison, a $500,000 fine and 3 years supervised release.


U.S. Attorney Bill Mercer and Assistant U.S. Attorney Kris McLean prosecuted the case for the United States.


The investigation was a cooperative effort between the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Internal Revenue Service Criminal Investigations Division and the United States Postal Service.
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For a copy of the Offer of Proof contact Beth Binstock at (406) 247-4653
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