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LESLIE A. WHEELER 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 February 11, 2004, before Senior U.S. District Judge Jack D. Shanstrom, LESLIE A. WHEELER, a resident of Forsyth, pled guilty to charges of theft, embezzlement, or misapplication by a bank officer or employee.  Sentencing is set for May 19, 2004, at 9:15 a.m.


In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States, the government stated it would prove at trial that from December of 2000 through November of 2001, WHEELER was employed as a  vault teller for Western Security Bank of Billings.  In August of 2001 a cash count was conducted at the branch bank.  WHEELER had advance notice of the count, and in fact conducted the vault count.  No discrepancies were noticed.  


On December 5, 2001, a surprise count was conducted of the teller stations and vault at the bank.  The surprise count began prior to the time WHEELER began her work day.

Although WHEELER attempted to interfere with and confuse the count, the surprise count initially showed that the vault was approximately $70,000 short and WHEELER’s drawer was approximately $1,100 short.  One of the employees conducting the surprise count was WHEELER’s supervisor.  She was a new employee of the branch who had earlier signed off on reconciliations of WHEELER’s vault because she had trusted WHEELER to complete her audit and report any discrepancies.  


The surprise count found approximately $1,300 that had been misplaced.  This money was placed with other vault cash.  WHEELER’s supervisor confronted WHEELER about the missing cash.  WHEELER agreed that the cash was not there and would not be found. WHEELER admitted to another supervisor that she force-balanced her teller drawer, which was never properly reported.


In addition to the shortage of cash in the vault, the December 5 count revealed several other sources of missing cash, including several erroneous debits that never occurred; an ATM machine shortage of $10,000; and transactions that were never credited by WHEELER to the vault.  Numerous bank employees stated WHEELER had sole access to the vault and its cash on many occasions to complete her job, and that no other employee had such exclusive access to that area.


During the period at issue, WHEELER’s personal bank account suddenly showed an influx of cash deposits.  Cash deposits to WHEELER’s accounts were frequently made in excess of family wages.  Beyond the bank vault, there is no credible source for these frequent cash deposits totaling approximately $41,000.  Cash deposits to WHEELER’s accounts were made in advance of various bills and financial obligations that WHEELER paid through her checking account including credit card bills, household expenditures, travel and personal loan payments.  WHEELER also made several large purchases including a Dodge Durango, a Ford F-250 and a motorcycle.  Evidence from WHEELER’s personal accounts indicates that the WHEELER family was living well beyond its means, and that it depended to a large degree upon WHEELER’s frequent cash deposits. 


She faces possible penalties of 30 years in prison, a $1,000,000 fine and 5 years supervised release.


Assistant U.S. Attorney Leif Johnson prosecuted the case for the United States.


The investigation was conducted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation
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