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RONNIE LEE SMATHERS 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, RONNIE LEE SMATHERS, a 44-year-old resident of Cut Bank, pled guilty to conspiracy to import marijuana and possession of marijuana with intent to distribute.  Sentencing is set for January 6, 2005, at 8:30 a.m.  SMATHERS is currently released on his own recognizance with conditions.


In an Offer of Proof filed by the United States, the government stated it would prove at trial that just after midnight on July 4, 2004, an agent with the Bureau of Customs and Border Protection (BCBP) observed SMATHERS traveling southeast in a pickup truck on the Reagan Oilfield Road, near the U.S. Canadian border.  The road is a direct route to and from the international boundary.  The agent positioned himself behind SMATHERS’ vehicle.  SMATHERS accelerated and continued southeast on Reagan Oilfield Road.  The agent temporary lost sight of the vehicle at the Santa Rita Highway intersection.  SMATHERS had turned off his headlights in an attempt to elude the BCBP agent, and headed northbound on the Santa Rita highway.  The agent could hear SMATHERS’ vehicle accelerating northbound and proceeded in that direction.  The agent later located the pickup truck traveling eastbound on an unimproved farm field road. When the agent arrived at the field road, he was unable to see or hear the vehicle.


The agent then drove back to the highway to look for the vehicle, believing it had traveled back to the highway with its lights off.  As the  agent approached the highway, he noticed fresh tire tracks off the north side of the field road and stopped to investigate the tracks.  The agent discovered a black and red colored hockey type bag located approximately 20 yards east of the highway.  The bag contained packages of a green leafy substance which appeared to be marijuana.  The agent secured the bag in his patrol vehicle.  
In an attempt to relocate the vehicle, the agent returned to Reagan Oilfield road. Unable to locate the vehicle, he returned to the area where the vehicle was last seen.  As he approached the last place he had seen the vehicle, he observed the pickup returning to the Santa Rita Highway via the field road on which it had been traveling.  The agent executed a vehicle stop on SMATHERS’ pickup on the Santa Rita Highway.  There as an all-terrain-vehicle (ATV) in the bed of the pickup.  The ATV‘s engine was still warm and was spattered with fresh mud.  SMATHERS was the lone occupant in the vehicle.


A second BCBP agent responded to the location with a dog that was trained to find drugs.  The dog conducted a sniff search of the vehicle.  The search indicated the presence of a controlled substance.  A thorough search of the vehicle revealed no apparent contraband inside the vehicle.  SMATHERS and the vehicle were transported to the Shelby Border Patrol Station.  


As part of the investigation, a third BCBP agent  went to a known crossing point where the Reagan Oilfield Road meets the international boundary.  The agent was able to locate where a vehicle had been parked and an ATV had been unloaded from that vehicle.  The ATV tracks appeared to lead directly to, and across, the international boundary.  


At approximately 5 a.m. on July 4, 2004, BCBP agent interviewed SMATHERS.  SMATHERS stated that he had been offered $5,000.00 to transport the hockey bag containing marijuana to Highway 2.  SMATHERS stated that he received a phone call on the previous day, July 3, 2004, and was told to pick up the bag at a place called the “bunkers,” on the U.S. side of the International Boundary.   SMATHERS stated that was unsure what was in the bag or how much was in the bag.  SMATHERS also stated that this was the second time he had done something like this.


Later that same day on July 4, 2004, two agents with the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (BICE) arrived at the Shelby Border Patrol Station and conducted a follow-up interview with SMATHERS.  SMATHERS reiterated some of the statements he had made to the BCBP agents.  SMATHERS again stated that he had been contacted the previous day and told to pick up a bag at the oil well batteries Reagan Field at approximately 11 p.m.  SMATHERS stated that the bag was there when he arrived.  SMATHERS admitted he had lied about taking the bag to Highway 2 and that he was supposed to take the bag to Salt Lake City, Utah.  SMATHERS stated that he did not know what was in the bag, but suspected it contained a controlled substance and that he knew what he was doing was wrong.


On July 6, 2004, an employee of a local ranch discovered a second hockey-type bag along the same route as that SMATHERS had traveled in the early morning hours of July 4.  The bag contained approximately 40 pounds of marijuana.  The employee also found a cowboy hat close to the second bag that had a sweat band stamped with a Montana livestock brand registered to Ronnie Smathers.  This evidence was turned over to the BCBP and BICE investigators.


SMATHERS faces possible penalties of 5 years in prison, a $250,000 fine and 3 years supervised release for each charge.  


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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