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ERNEST E. HARTWELL 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 September 29, 2004, before U.S. District Judge Sam E. Haddon, ERNEST E. HARTWELL, age 31, pled guilty to destruction of government property.  Sentencing is set for January 10, 2005, at 3:30 p.m.  HARTWELL is currently detained.


In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States, the government stated it would prove at trial that beginning in April of 2004, the U.S. Forest Service discovered dozens of thefts of funds from many national parks throughout Montana, Idaho, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska.  The funds were removed from fee collection boxes by using an acetylene cutting torch to remove padlocks or cylindrical locks from the boxes.  HARTWELL of Rawlins, Wyoming, was observed in the vicinity of several of the thefts.  On July 19, 2004, HARTWELL’s 1976 Chrysler New Yorker was spotted in the Ennis area.


On July 19, 2004, Forest Service agents began surveillance of a fishing access site at Varney Bridge, south of Ennis.  Agents began surveillance of the fishing access site from private land adjacent to the site.   Agents observed HARTWELL’s vehicle on jacks as if it had broken down, a ruse HARTWELL had used in past thefts.  A Forest Service agent stayed at that location until after dark to observe any movement from HARTWELL.  At approximately 10:20 p.m., the agent observed a torch being lit.  The agent knew it was an acetylene torch by the flame which started out orange-yellow and then became a blue flame as it was more focused.  The agent witnessed the torch being lit twice before seeing the flame turn bright white as it was used to cut metal.  The bright white light lasted about two minutes and then was replaced by a low intensity light, such as from a flashlight.  The agent then observed the taillights of the HARTWELL vehicle light up and observed the vehicle moving from the sight.


At that time, the agent notified Forest Service law enforcement of what had happened.  Another agent then went to the fishing access site to determine what had happened.  At that time, he verified the lock had been cut off and parts of the lock were on the ground and still warm.  The agent notified law enforcement of what had occurred.  HARTWELL was observed leaving the area on Highway 287 and was stopped and arrested.


Agent Duane Moe with the U.S. Forest Service arrived at the scene of the arrest.  He observed an acetylene torch tip lying in plain sight on the front passenger seat of the HARTWELL vehicle.  He also observed approximately 10-15 feet of acetylene torch hose coiled on the back seat of the HARTWELL vehicle.


On July 20, 2004, HARTWELL was interviewed by Agent Moe.  At that time, he admitted to the theft of money from the fee box at the Varney Bridge fishing access site.  HARTWELL also admitted to many thefts throughout Montana, Idaho, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska.  HARTWELL admitted stealing between $2,500 - $3,000 from the campgrounds.  HARTWELL estimated he had completed at least 90 similar thefts.


He faces possible penalties of 10 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 conducted by the United States Forest Service.
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A copy of the Offer of Proof can be obtained by contacting Beth Binstock at (406) 247-4653.
_1106563383.bin

