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CHARLES MAURICE BELGARDE


 FOUND GUILTY IN U.S. FEDERAL COURT

Bill Mercer, United States Attorney for the District of Montana, announced today that on April 19, 2004, in Great Falls, after a half-day federal district court bench trial before U.S. District Judge Sam E. Haddon, CHARLES MAURICE BELGARDE, a 27-year-old resident of Arizona, was found guilty of possession with intent to distribute marijuana.  Sentencing is set for August 16, 2004, at 8:30 a.m.  BELGARDE is currently detained.


On July 10, 2003, a Havre police officer reported to work and was immediately made aware, by an e-mail, of a caution on a CHARLES BELGARDE. The officer was advised that BELGARDE had a suspended driver’s license and was carrying a 9mm handgun.  The e-mail also advised of BELGARDE’s possible involvement with the Mexican Mob or Mafia; that BELGARDE had reportedly been shot before; and that he may provide law enforcement with a false name and run, fight, or shoot it out with the police.  The e-mail provided the defendant’s date of birth and social security number, and a description of the vehicle driven by BELGARDE which was a 1997 gray Ford Explorer, with an Arizona license plate.    Finally, the e-mail advised that BELGARDE was facing six charges in Arizona, including drug and gun charges.  


The officer obtained a hard copy of BELGARDE’s driver’s license and confirmed that the status of his Arizona license was suspended.  The officer also obtained a description of BELGARDE.  The officer then ran a registration check on the 1997 Ford Explorer and determined that it was registered to Rosemarie Lee Belgarde.  


The vehicle had been spotted at the El Toro Motel located in Havre the previous day at approximately 2:00 p.m.  At approximately 7:30 a.m., the officer along with another officer drove to the El Toro Motel to locate the vehicle.  If they encountered the vehicle moving, they would not stop the vehicle until back-up arrived because of the information regarding the handgun.


The 1997 Ford Explorer was no longer parked at the El Toro Motel.  At approximately 11:30 a.m., while the officer patrolled the 500 block of 1st Street in front of the El Toro Motel, he noticed a male standing near the rear of the 1997 Explorer with the rear door open.  The officer then proceeded around the block and, when he reached the stop sign at 6th Avenue and 1st Street, he saw the male get into the driver’s side of the vehicle.  The male fit the description provided on the defendant’s driver’s license.  The vehicle then proceeded out of the parking lot with the male driving.  The officer notified a back-up officer of the situation and followed the vehicle.  As soon as the back-up officer responded and was in place, the first officer turned on his top lights to effect a traffic stop.  The officer noted that BELGARDE appeared to move around in the seat as if he was putting something under the seat.  The vehicle continued for several blocks before making a turn.  As this occurred, the officer hit his siren a couple of times to warn BELGARDE to stop.  The vehicle then turned into the Job Service parking lot and parked.


The officer approached the vehicle and un-holstered his duty weapon because of the information that he had received in the e-mail and, also, because of the BELGARDE’s actions while attempting to stop the vehicle.  The officer made contact with BELGARDE at the driver’s side door and told him to roll down the window.  The officer opened the driver’s side door because BELGARDE indicated that he could not roll down the window.  The officer told BELGARDE to get out of the vehicle and put his hands on the hood of the truck and the officer placed handcuffs on the defendant.


The officer asked BELGARDE if he had a driver’s license and he replied that he did not.  The officer asked BELGARDE if his license had been suspended by the state of Arizona and he replied, “It comes back suspended but I haven’t ever had one so I don’t know how it could be suspended.”  The officer then conducted a pat down search and asked BELGARDE if he had any weapons on his person.  BELGARDE answered, “No,” but told the officer about a gun under the front seat of the vehicle, which he admitted that he had placed under the seat while the officer was following him in his patrol car prior to the stop.  The vehicle was seized and secured in the police department garage.  Ultimately, BELGARDE was arrested and cited for driving while suspended, and for being a convicted person in possession of a firearm.


The officer and Assistant Chief of Police went to the El Toro Motel to talk with BELGARDE’s wife and, if possible, obtain consent to search the motel room and the vehicle, as it was registered in her name, Rosemarie Belgarde.  The officers knocked on the door of the motel room.  There was no noise in the room, but one of the officers saw the window shade move.  An officer knocked again and announced himself as the police department.  After a short period of time, the door was opened by a female identified as Rosemarie Belgarde.  One officer asked if he and the other officer could come into the room.  Ms. Belgarde invited the officers in and offered them a seat on a couch next to the door.  


An officer explained the reason for their visit, and advised Ms. Belgarde of the arrest of her husband. He also advised Ms. Belgarde about the gun that was in her husband’s possession at the time of his arrest.  Ms. Belgarde stated that the gun was hers, that she had purchased it, and she later showed the officer a rebate check from Ruger Arms, dated June 26, 2003, for the gun.  The officer further explained to Ms. Belgarde that the officers suspected the vehicle and/or the room contained drugs.  Ms. Belgarde denied any knowledge of drugs.  She further advised that her husband had been “clean” since March, and that they had left Arizona to get away from drugs.  An officer asked Ms. Belgarde if there were any drugs or weapons in the room.  She replied,”No.”  Ms. Belgarde agreed to let the officers look around the room and said she had nothing to hide.  Ms. Belgarde also gave consent to search the vehicle.  She signed two separate consent forms.


An officer retrieved Zig-Zag rolling paper.  This item was seized because it is commonly used to ingest marijuana.  An officer then opened the doors of a walk-in closet.  When he opened the doors, he smelled an odor that he associated with unburnt marijuana.  He did not immediately observe anything, but the odor was particularly strong.  He looked behind a stack of chairs in the closet and located a green and black backpack.  The officer  removed the backpack from its location in the closet, opened the backpack, and found a plastic bag containing what appeared to be marijuana.  During the search of the room, including the search of the closet, Ms. Belgarde was in the room speaking with one of the other officers.  She advised the officer that she had prescription pills in her purse for panic attacks.  Another officer questioned Ms. Belgarde about the backpack.  She disavowed any knowledge of the backpack or its contents.  Ms. Belgarde was placed under arrest for possession of the marijuana.


CHARLES BELGARDE faces possible penalties of 5 years in prison, a $250,000 fine and 3 years supervised release.


Assistant U.S. Attorney Lori Suek prosecuted the case for the United States.


The investigation was a cooperative effort between the Tri-Agency Drug Task Force, the Havre Police Department and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
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