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A Great Fall Conference

That’s a wrap on the LACFE Fall Fraud Conference! | found Daniel
Porter to be an entertaining speaker and enjoyed the most
engaging virtual conference since we began virtual everything in
2020. Thanks to Mark and Melanie for organizing the event!

| thoroughly enjoyed the first two sections; an in-depth view of an
investigation Mr. Porter had personally undertaken and then
interviewing techniques, do’s and don’ts. Then came ethics...

| must admit, previously, | have not found ethics to be an
entertaining topic of study. The conference section on ethics
included several questions posed to participants and then a
discussion of our answers. The discussion had me thinking
critically of pre-conceived ideas as well as providing perspective as
to how quickly professional and personal ethics can erode. To my
surprise, at the end of the day not only was | entertained and re-
energized, but | realized discussing ethics can be fun!

In the same spirit, this month’s featured article brings up interesting
guestions. Is it ethical for companies to purchase and resell
agricultural goods made by prisoners? Should the source of these
ingredients/products be disclosed? Are prisoners being exploited?
If this is unethical; are companies, prisons, state and federal
politicians, consumers, and/or others responsible?
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Fraud Talk Podcast

The Importance of Questioning What Doesn’t Seem Right in
Investigations - Dr. Vince Haecker - Sarah Thompson - Episodel13

In this episode, Dr. Vince Haecker, assistant special agent-in-charge for the U.S.

Department of the Interior- Office of Inspector General, discusses why it's pivotal to trust your instincts
as an investigator and empower those around you to ask questions when something doesn't seem
right. He also stresses the importance of communication with other departments in your organization

and staying objective while researching.

https://acfe.podbean.com/e/the-importance-of-questioning-what-doesn-t-seem-right-in-investigations

fraud-talk-dr-vince-haecker-episode/



https://acfe.podbean.com/e/the-importance-of-questioning-what-doesn-t-seem-right-in-investigations-fraud-talk-dr-vince-haecker-episode/
https://acfe.podbean.com/e/the-importance-of-questioning-what-doesn-t-seem-right-in-investigations-fraud-talk-dr-vince-haecker-episode/
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UPCOMING EVENTS

LOCAL:

ACFE South Florida and Twin Cities Chapter

Virtual — A Joint Fraud Conference

How We Took Down Pablo Escobar & Advanced Money Laundering
November 4, 2021

Learn more: https://acfesouthflorida.org/event-4380114

Michigan Association of Certified Public Accountants

Online Conference — Michigan Tax Conference

Wednesday, November 3, 2021 - Thursday, November 4, 2021

12:00 pm - 4:50 pm

Learn more: https://www.micpa.org/cpe/store/course-detail?Productld=116977

NATIONAL:

ACFE

Virtual Workshop - Detecting Fraud with Data Analytics Virtual Workshop

December 1-13, 2021 (early registration ends November 1%)

(December 1%, 3 6™ 8™ 9™ 13M)

Prerequisite: Working knowledge of basic functions in one or more of the following software programs:
Microsoft Excel, ACL, IDEA, Tableau

Learn more: https://www.acfe.com/events.aspx?evtid=a3Y10Q000003d5QSUAY

INTERNATIONAL:

International Fraud Awareness Week — INTERNATIONAL

November 14-20, 2021 FRAUD
Virtual summits, Zoom discussions, training webinars AWARENESS

and podcasts all week

Learn more and register for individual events at \ WEEK

https://fraudweek.com/fraudweek/events o/

Other ways to spread Fraud Awareness:
https://fraudweek.com/fraudweek/what-you-can-do

November 14-20, 2021

If you have an event that you would like posted in our newsletter or if you wish to share an article,
please contact Jennifer Ostwald at jenny1661@hotmail.com



https://acfesouthflorida.org/event-4380114
https://www.micpa.org/cpe/store/course-detail?ProductId=116977
https://www.acfe.com/events.aspx?evtid=a3Y1Q000003d5QSUAY
https://fraudweek.com/fraudweek/events
https://fraudweek.com/fraudweek/what-you-can-do
mailto:jenny1661@hotmail.com
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How corporations buy—and sell—food made with prison
labor

by H. Claire Brown
05.18.2021
https://thecounter.org/how-corporations-buy-and-sell-food-made-with-prison-labor/

It's generally illegal to sell prison-made goods across state lines. But since the 1930s, the law
has included an exemption for agriculture.

In 2011, Leprino Foods, the $3 billion company that supplies all the mozzarella to Papa John’s,
Pizza Hut, and Domino’s pizza chains, lost its buffalo milk supplier in India.

Water buffalo milk isn’t easy to find in the United States, especially not as much as a company
as big as Denver-based Leprino could use. The animals are finicky, sometimes refusing to give
milk at the sight of a stranger, and they produce only a fraction of the milk that cows make.

But Leprino was in luck: One of its existing suppliers, which soon became one of the largest
buffalo dairies in the United States, agreed to step in, and the milk began to flow. Leprino
trademarked the slogan “with a kiss of buffalo milk” for Bacio, its premium mozzarella line
marketed to independent pizzerias. Yet something seemed amiss, according to pizza cheese
enthusiasts who frequented online forums: Where was Bacio getting the buffalo milk, and how
much was it actually using?

The answer to the first question, it turned out, may have been the Colorado prison system,
where incarcerated people working for the state’s correctional industries earn an average of
$4.50 per day. Leprino was the only buyer of Colorado Correctional Industries’ buffalo milk
between 2017 and 2020, purchasing more than 600 tons at an average price of $1.19 per
pound, according to public records obtained by The Counter. (The records did not include
sales from previous years, and the company did not respond to interview requests.) An
independent buffalo dairy told The Counter it had sold small quantities of the same product for
more than double the price Leprino paid.

Leprino was able to gain a competitive edge—access to an ingredient that’s difficult to
source—by partnering with Colorado Correctional Industries (CCi). Had they known about the
partnership, its customers (and their customers, the pizza-eating denizens of the United
States) may have chosen to avoid the company’s cheese, whether out of a desire not to
support the prison system or a belief that their food dollars should go toward companies whose
workers earn living wages. But they probably never found out about the relationship: Prisons
don’t generally publish the names of the companies that purchase the food they produce.

The Counter identified over $40 million in transactions between private food companies,
prisons, and prison industries since 2017, including sales to major food industry players like
Cargill and the Dairy Farmers of America. Across the country, at least 650 correctional
institutions have some sort of food processing, landscaping, or farming operation, according to
research by sociologist Joshua Shicca and feminist geographer-political ecologist Carrie
Chennault at Colorado State University.


https://thecounter.org/how-corporations-buy-and-sell-food-made-with-prison-labor/
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In some states, food produced in prisons makes its way into restaurants and grocery stores
through companies like Leprino, though in most places, food produced on prison grounds
feeds the prison system and the public sector. Elsewhere, private food companies contract
with state correctional industries to hire incarcerated workers, often for meager pay. In some
ways, the small world of prison food production is a microcosm of the American food system,
which has roots in slave labor and all too often functions as a race to the bottom: Fueled in part
by cheap labor and low overhead, the drive toward production and profit leaves behind the
people who plant the seeds and butcher the beef.

This article is the first of a three-part series on food production in the nation’s prisons and will
focus on prison sales to private businesses. The next stories will focus on sales within the
public sector and, then, working conditions and wages in prison jobs.

The Counter obtained records of food-related business relationships between prisons and
private companies in Colorado, Louisiana, Ohio, South Carolina, and Wyoming, via public
records requests. Our investigation reveals previously underreported ties between food
companies and prison industries. For this story, we’ve relied on additional information from
Florida, which supplies ground meat using prison labor; Arizona, which contracts with local
farms and manufacturing plants to send incarcerated people to work offsite; and Tennessee,
which sells grain to Cargill.

The notion of work as punishment has enabled prison administrators to compel incarcerated
people to work on farms and in dairies for low or no pay and without basic labor protections,
sometimes in service of secretive billionaires they’ll never meet. Not unlike undocumented
immigrant farm workers who fear advocating for better pay and working conditions might lead
to deportation, people who work in U.S. prisons have little power to make things better.

The buyers: A dairy conglomerate, gourmet steak producers, and a tropical-fish
supplier. Plus, an extraordinary Covid workaround.

Leprino is far from the only food business that purchases ingredients from prisons. Dairy
Farmers of America, the conglomerate that markets about 30 percent of the raw milk produced
in the United States and manufactures brands including Borden, T.G. Lee, Plugra, and
Breakstone’s butter, purchased more than $10.5 million worth of milk from prisons in Colorado
and South Carolina from 2017 to 2020. Until months ago, incarcerated people in Ohio carved
beef for a company that sells its Wagyu steak at gourmet retailer Balducci’s, as well as for
several local farms and ranches. People in Colorado prisons have grown grapes for an award-
winning winery, while those imprisoned in Arizona have worked in food manufacturing facilities
that supply pre-made salads for companies that serve major retailers such as Walmart, Kroger,
and Ralph’s. And in Louisiana, prison-raised cattle are sold on the open market at auction.

It's generally illegal to sell prison-manufactured goods across state lines except through one
small federal program. But that rule has long included an exception for agricultural goods.
Today, the loophole has mushroomed into a multimillion-dollar industry, a quiet set of business
relationships that slip prison-grown food products into restaurant menus and onto supermarket
shelves undetected. Someone imprisoned in Arizona might work at a canning plant that
produces taco sauce sold at Safeway and on Amazon, but the jar doesn’t come with a
“packaged in prison” label or other disclosure.
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In some cases, the trail goes cold long before it's possible to link prison food buyers with the
retailers and restaurants they later supply. A single distributor, Tropaquatics, Inc., buys virtually
all the prison-farmed tilapia from both Colorado and Wyoming, totaling more than $650,000 in
purchases over the last three years. Yet the company advertises itself primarily as a pet fish
supplier, and owner Larry Heimlicher declined to disclose his retail customers, saying only that
they included “ethnic supermarkets,” and that he is ending his relationship with CCi. The
corporations that purchase food produced in prison may not even know where it winds up: “In
terms of tracing that grain, crops from Tennessee are commingled with grain from other
locations and loaded onto vessels at various export terminals to ship to locations all over the
world,” a spokesperson for Cargill wrote in an email, adding that grains produced from
Tennessee prisons make up a “very small amount” of the company’s total U.S. volume.

Lucrative business relationships can set up incentive structures that encourage prison
management to put clients’ needs above incarcerated people’s health. In March 2020, as the
Arizona Department of Corrections, Rehabilitation and Reentry swiftly shut down its off-site
labor partnerships to prevent the spread of Covid-19, its biggest customer, egg producer
Hickman’s Family Farms (a relationship that brought in $7 million in fiscal year 2020), balked at
the prospect of losing many of its workers. The company argued in a letter that it should be
allowed to continue using such labor throughout the pandemic, claiming its egg processing
operations counted as “critical operations.”

The Arizona Department of Corrections granted Hickman’s an extraordinary exception: It
agreed to allow the egg company to continue to employ 140 incarcerated women throughout
the public health emergency, going so far as to let Hickman’s house them onsite in a 6,000-
foot warehouse. Arizona Correctional Industries even built and delivered bunk beds for the
makeshift housing. By the summer, at least five residents had contracted Covid-19.

How is this legal? The logic and law of prison labor

Prison labor is far from the only category of coerced labor in the United States, sociologist Erin
Hatton demonstrates in the book Coerced: Work Under Threat of Punishment. People who
participate in welfare programs have to prove they’re working or looking for work in order to
continue receiving aid. College athletes and graduate students fit into this category too, Hatton
argues, because their employers wield so much power in determining their future success or
failure.

Prison industries often argue that the jobs they offer are rehabilitative—that they provide
meaningful job training, give incarcerated people a sense of purpose, and prepare people for
life after prison. But, Hatton argues in the paper Punishment and Society, prison labor is
punishment first and foremost. The same is true for so-called “workfare,” or policies that
require people who rely on the safety net to prove they spend many hours a week working or
looking for work, she writes. While Hatton acknowledges that the work may offer some
ancillary benefits, “their labor is legally, socially, and institutionally constructed as punitive.”
She goes on to identify the most punitive aspect of these jobs: poor pay, lack of autonomy, and
mistreatment at work.

“Like all Americans, prisoners are culturally expected to fulfill a moral obligation to work, the
shirking of which—perceived or real—has long been used to justify exclusion from the rights of

5
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productive citizenship,” Hatton writes in Coerced.

When the 13th Amendment to the Constitution banned slavery in 1865, the text included a
clause allowing “involuntary servitude” as “a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have
been duly convicted.” “As the 13th Amendment passed, was anybody thinking of a burgeoning
prison industry? No,” said Caroline M. Kisiel, historian and associate professor at DePaul

University.

The punishment carveout facilitated a pernicious postwar labor dynamic. Southern states
implemented Black Codes, discriminatory laws that often required Black citizens to work or
show proof of work or be jailed. Those laws fueled the growth of the convict leasing system,
which hired out people in prisons and jails to work on railroads, mines, plantations, and
domestic service, often in dangerous conditions.

Unions allied against the practice of convict leasing. They argued that their members could not
compete with low-cost prison labor. These dynamics became even more pronounced as the
Great Depression put many out of work, said Stian Rice, visiting assistant research scientist at
the University of Maryland-Baltimore County.

“The real conversation is between—to put it bluntly—prominent segments of white society
arguing over what’s the best economic measure to take. The fact that [prison labor] was a
brutal, extremely violent kind of arrangement ... does not play into the conversation,” said
Rice.

Congress passed the Ashurst-Sumners Act in 1935, which prohibited the interstate sale of
goods made using prison labor, but included an exception for agricultural products. Prisoners
could still work on farms and manufacture goods; those goods just couldn’t be sold across
state lines. (For a brief period of time in the 1930s, some prison-made goods were labeled as
such.)

Legislators approved an additional workaround for the ban on the trade of manufactured goods
when Congress authorized the development of the Prison Industry Enhancement Certification
Program (PIECP) in 1979. PIECP is a relatively small program—it employed just under 5,400
incarcerated workers in the first quarter of 2020—that allows correctional industries to partner
with private companies to employ incarcerated workers. It also requires that companies pay a
prevailing wage, a rate based at or above minimum wage on expected compensation for
similar nearby jobs. Yet workers who patrticipate in PIECP do not take home their full wages:
States are allowed to garnish up to 80 percent for room and board, taxes, and other expenses.
Again, Rice said, the concern about wages was not so much about the rights of incarcerated
workers—rather, lawmakers wanted to ensure prison labor did not undercut the free market.

“The real conversation is between—to put it bluntly—prominent segments of white society
arguing over what'’s the best economic measure to take. The fact that [prison labor] was a
brutal, extremely violent kind of arrangement ... does not play into the conversation.” —Stian
Rice, visiting assistant research scientist at the University of Maryland-Baltimore County
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The landscape changed again in the 2010s, as states began passing strict immigration laws
that threatened to deter undocumented workers from seeking farm jobs. “There is this real rush
to get prison labor out there in a way that isn’t illegal, even if it is, you know, vaguely similar to
what was going on in the 1880s,” Rice said. Idaho soon passed its own version of PIECP,
legislation that allowed farms to contract with state correctional industries to hire prison labor.

From prison to plate

If these forms of carceral agriculture in the United States are at least 150 years old, the
secrecy with which products reach our plates is a bit newer. A few years ago, Colorado
Correctional Industries did not hide the fact that its tilapia was sold at Whole Foods Market.
Then, in 2015, organizer Michael Allen, founder of End Mass Incarceration Houston, led a
protest accusing the company of exploitative practices, citing the low wages of people in prison
in Colorado.

At the time, Whole Foods said it liked the idea of supporting suppliers who “found a way to be
a part of paid, rehabilitative work being done by inmates,” and that it believed the work would
help people get back on their feet after prison. But it wanted to acknowledge its customers’
discomfort with Whole Foods sourcing products that were grown using incarcerated labor. The
company announced its intention to stop selling foods made with prison labor. The change
also impacted goat cheese maker Haystack Mountain Goat Dairy, which also sourced goat’s
milk from Colorado Correctional Industries.

Chuck Hellmer, president and general manager of Haystack Mountain, said Whole Foods’
decision reduced the company’s sales numbers “tremendously.” He said CCi’s goat dairy has
since shuttered, but he still stands by its programs. “I asked a lot of questions of CCi, and after
the additional analysis and research that | did, | was even more strongly in favor of using CCi.
... The program, | would say, is probably a model program for the rest of the country.” CCi did
not respond to a list of questions by press time.

The Whole Foods dustup may have changed one company’s purchasing policies, but it did not
fundamentally lift wages for people who work in prison jobs, as Allen had intended. Instead,
the distributors who buy CCi tilapia and trout simply stopped disclosing the names of their
restaurant and retail clients. Tropaquatics, Inc., declined to provide details about its customers.
A spokesperson for Frontier Trout Ranch, which has purchased at least $127,000 worth of
tilapia and trout produced by CCi, also declined to be interviewed for this story, citing negative
impact from past press coverage of the program. A spokesperson for Colorado Correctional
Industries said in an email that it plans to wind down its tilapia operation by September.

It's unclear how strictly Whole Foods continued to enforce the policy. Dawn Jump, founder of
Jumping Good Goat Dairy, also sourced goat milk from CCi for a time, though she said she
permanently switched suppliers in spring 2017. Whole Foods carried one of her cheeses off
and on around that time, but she could not immediately say whether the company’s purchases
overlapped with her sourcing from the prison dairy. “They didn’t tell us anything about that
being against their rules. It was never brought up as a topic of conversation, and they did not
encourage me to do anything different,” she said.
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A spokesperson for Whole Foods said that the grocery chain does not sell products made with
the use of prison labor, adding that its Supplier Code of Conduct was updated to prohibit the
practice in April 2016.

Yet Whole Foods also sells products like Plugra butter made by Dairy Farmers of America,
which has recently purchased over $10 million in milk from prisons in two states. Dairy
Farmers of America did not respond to queries about how it used milk purchased from South
Carolina and Colorado corrections.

Even though Allen’s protest led to Whole Foods dropping CCi products, press coverage at the
time was not all negative. An NPR reporter who visited CCi’'s goat farm in 2017 called it
“beautiful.” Currently and formerly incarcerated workers interviewed for the story said they liked
working on the farm. With its small operations and focus on specialty products—wine grapes,
buffalo milk, tilapia, goat milk—visitors to the farm may have had difficulty finding fault with CCi
programs.

“Personally, | think there was kind of an intersection between this modern ... romanticization of
agriculture, where we’re watching documentaries about people leaving their lawyer jobs and
opening up a farm someplace,” Rice said. “At the same time, you have this imagination of
prisoners getting out of their cold, dark cells and into nature and doing work with their hands.
And isn’t that lovely?” he added.

“It sort of puts a wet blanket on this idea that there is a whole lot of violence that’s going on.”

In a series of interviews and surveys by the nonprofit Impact Justice for a six-part report on
food in prisons, formerly incarcerated people reported widely varied experiences working in
food production. In some cases, people said they received helpful training, enjoyed the fresh
air, and snacked on food they grew. In other places, they found the jobs extremely difficult and
were not allowed to eat the food they produced. “I would also say that, if people aren’t being
paid fair wages for their labor, that's problematic in and of itself. But in terms of the actual
experience, | think it probably varies from person to person,” said Leslie Soble, lead researcher
on the study.

If Colorado’s “beautiful” prison farming operation lends itself to “back to the land” rehabilitative
farming narratives, conditions at Louisiana State Penitentiary disrupt such daydreams. The
facility is sited on a former plantation, where enslaved people harvested food. Today, nearly
three-fourths of those housed at “Angola” are Black, and most are serving life sentences
without the possibility of parole, ProPublica reported last year. Notorious for its history of
violence and, more recently, inadequate medical care, Angola came under fire last year for
“‘deadly neglect” and dysfunctional care during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Prisoners at Angola can be legally forced to work once cleared by a medical doctor, and most
are required to perform field work, like harvesting soybeans and corn for at least 90 days upon
arrival. For long hours in the hot sun, they earn as little as 4 cents per hour. People assigned
to field work have complained of inadequate drinking water, which the state has disputed, and
of armed guards patrolling the fields. In 2018, prisoners organized a work stoppage and
published a list of demands, including “class rooms for our education and rehabilitation, not
slavery.” Also, “[w]e are demanding that a national conversation inquiring how state prison
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farms across the country came to hold hundreds of thousands of people of African descent
against their will,” organizers wrote.

Some of the crops produced at Angola are sold on the open market: Between 2017 and 2020,
The Counter found that Louis Dreyfus Commaodities, an affiliate of the massive Louis Dreyfus
Company (which manufactures everything from pet food and biodiesel to orange juice
concentrate), purchased $2.4 million worth of shelled corn and soybeans from Louisiana’s
Prison Enterprises. According to the Prison Enterprises website, that product was “primarily”
grown and harvested at Angola. Louis Dreyfus Company did not respond to questions about
how it used corn and soy sourced from Louisiana State Penitentiary.

Prison Enterprises also sells livestock on the open market. The range herd is housed at five
separate state correctional facilities, though Angola is the largest by far. Between 2017 and
2020, the state prison enterprises recorded at least $5 million in sales of calves, steers, and
heifers through open auctions. It's difficult to trace them any further: Auction companies
handling business on behalf of Prison Enterprises did not respond to interview requests.

In recent years, student groups have organized campaigns to sever ties between state
correctional industries, which build dorm furniture, and public universities. Allen’s protest
against Whole Foods followed a similar trajectory: The loss of lucrative contracts, his logic
went, might encourage prison operators to raise wages.

But the protest didn’t result in minimum wage policies for people in prison in Colorado, a broad
shrinkage of the prison system, or even a shuttering of the tilapia operation he targeted. In
general, boycotting food companies that purchase food from prisons may ultimately have little
impact on the labor conditions on prison farms—much less any broader impact on the criminal
justice system.

“‘We can get rid of the milk from the prisons. But so what'’s the outcome there?” said James
Kilgore, a formerly incarcerated activist and scholar at the University of lllinois at Urbana-
Champaign. “What’s the structural change that comes from not buying milk from the prisons?
... What’s happening to that milk, what's happening to the people that are there? Is it really
disrupting the system?”

‘I don’t think you’re going to dismantle mass incarceration one prison product at a time.”
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In the News

Four Michiganders charged with more than $4M in pandemic relief fraud
https://www.wlins.com/news/michigan/four-michiganders-charged-with-more-than-4m-in-
pandemic-relief-fraud/

US lawmakers call for crackdown on financial ‘enablers’ after Pandora Papers
https://www.icij.org/investigations/pandora-papers/us-lawmakers-call-for-crackdown-on-
financial-enablers-after-pandora-papers/

5 ways celebrities in the Pandora Papers use the offshore system
https://www.icij.org/investigations/pandora-papers/shakira-sachin-julio-celebrities-use-offshore/

Toledo investment advisor facing federal fraud charge over $400,000
https://www.13abc.com/2021/09/24/toledo-investment-advisor-facing-federal-fraud-charge-
over-400000/

From temples to offshore trusts, a hunt for Cambodia’s looted heritage leads to top museums
https://www.icij.org/investigations/pandora-papers/cambodia-relics-looted-temples-museums-
offshore/

As Catholic order fought sex abuse claims, secret trusts devoted to it poured millions into
American rental properties
https://www.icij.org/investigations/pandora-papers/legion-of-christ-us-property-evictions-
offshore/

Burr's Brother-in-Law Called Stock Broker, One Minute After Getting Off Phone With Senator
https://www.propublica.org/article/burrs-brother-in-law-called-stock-broker-one-minute-after-
getting-off-phone-with-senator

Former Michigan Contractor Gets 5 Years For Unemployment Insurance Fraud
https://detroit.cbslocal.com/2021/10/29/former-michigan-contractor-gets-5-years-for-
unemployment-insurance-fraud/

Video of the Month

What is Fraud Week? - YouTube

Every November, hundreds of organizations around the world pledge to increase fraud awareness in their
workplaces and communities. Learn more about the ACFE's annual International Fraud Awareness Week in
this short video.

OFFICIAL SUPPORTER

/FRAUDY
AWARENESS
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Creepy and Costly Frightening Frauds

October 13, 2021

Mason Wilder, CFE

ACFE Senior Research Specialist
https://www.acfeinsights.com/acfe-insights/2021/10/13/creepy-and-costly-frightening-frauds

As fraud examiners know, fraud comes in many varieties and touches every type of business.
Some fraud stories defy belief due to the audacity of the fraudsters, the context in which they
occur, or both. These seasonally appropriate examples of frightening frauds show that
fraudsters will consider any type of trick when it comes to scamming victims.

Facilitation through mummification

Stories about mummies generally don’t conjure up connections to fraud, or Nebraska for that
matter, but fraud turned out to be the motivation behind a woman’s mummified corpse found in
her home earlier this year. The 73-year-old woman had been reported missing by her brother,
who lived next door on the same property, weeks before the morbid discovery. Investigators
spoke with the woman’s daughter, who lived with her mother, and attempted to access the
home but were denied by the daughter — who claimed that her mother was with an unknown
friend at an unknown location. Ultimately, a subpoena for the missing woman’s bank accounts
revealed a charge at a Dollar General store and surveillance footage showed the woman’s
daughter using her mother’s debit card.

After obtaining a search warrant for the missing woman’s residence, authorities were shocked
at the conditions of the home, which included buckets and jugs of human feces and urine,
even before they found the woman’s corpse — which had been mummified with newspaper
and bedding after she died toward the end of 2020 of natural causes. Rather than report the
death and have the body properly disposed of, the woman’s daughter decided to continue
spending the social security disability money deposited monthly into the woman’s checking
account. The daughter was charged with financial identity fraud and abuse of a corpse.

Ghost brokers

The U.K.’s national fraud and cybercrime agency, Action Fraud, recently issued warnings
about an emerging scheme that has been dubbed “ghost broking.” Unlike the Beetlejuice film’s
premise, this scheme does not involve hiring spirits to scare someone away; instead it involves
the much less spooky realm of car insurance.

According to Action Fraud, these ghost brokers pose as brokers for established and legitimate
insurance companies, offering car insurance policies at rates well below the market price, then
forge or falsify documents to secure a policy only to cancel it soon after. Victims, generally
cash-strapped and younger, don’t discover they’ve been bamboozled until they try to submit a
claim or get pulled over by police and have to provide insurance documentation. So far in 2021
alone, these ghost brokers have caused losses of more than $1 million, with the average victim
losing around $3,000.
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Vampire facials

The eternal youth and immortality of a vampire makes perfect sense as a marketing gimmick
for a beauty industry service. However, when the service involves elements that justify
vampiric references, lots of things can go wrong — particularly if fraud is part of the
practitioner’s business model. In April, authorities charged a spa owner in New Mexico with 24
felonies, including racketeering, fraud, money laundering, tax evasion and practicing medicine
without a license in connection with “vampire facials” administered at her business.

A vampire facial procedure consists of drawing blood from the customer, spinning it in a
centrifuge to extract plasma, and then injecting that plasma into the customer’s facial tissue to
stimulate repair and regeneration. Similar therapies are used to treat injuries with documented
success when correctly administered.

However, when a practitioner is willing to illegally conduct the procedure without appropriate
medical knowledge and operates in unsanitary conditions, it can produce truly terrifying results.
In this case two clients tested positive for HIV after receiving vampire facials from the spa.

Psychic scams

Perhaps the most common type of fraud with paranormal premises is fraud carried out by
purported psychics. According to both the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP)
and the FBI’'s Internet Crime Complaint Center (IC3), reports of psychic scams have increased
since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and are increasingly moving online.

Even prior to the pandemic, scams involving some claims of clairvoyance or psychic ability
have been popular confidence schemes. This year has been no exception, with several reports
of victims being tricked into handing over cash, jewelry and even gold bars at the behest of
fraudsters claiming they would remove curses or protect the victims from various supernatural
threats.

In Naples, Florida, police announced they were searching for a woman who targeted multiple
victims to whom she first offered tarot card readings or other spiritual services before asking
them to bring her as much cash as they could gather, then offering to clean the “darkness”
from the money in her “temple” in nearby Fort Myers. She ultimately caused losses of around
$100,000 before disappearing, prompting the Naples Police Department announcement.

Elsewhere in Florida, an Israeli woman reportedly under the influence of a purported psychic
was urged to find a “rich soulmate.” After succeeding in that task and getting married to a
wealthy 78-year-old Tampa businessman, the woman was told by the psychic that in exchange
for cash payments, she would ward off evil spirits and negative energy that could cause terrible
things to happen to her and her family. Within months, the amounts the psychic requested
reached $1 million and caused the woman to come up with the excuse of buying a condo in
New Jersey as a cover story to obtain a cashier’s check from her husband. When employees
of an Amscot check cashing store in New Jersey refused to cash the check, the woman
requested her husband split it into three checks — which finally raised enough red flags for him
to draw the line and involve the authorities. The wife was arrested at the airport when she
came back from New Jersey on charges of exploitation of the elderly and organized fraud. She
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was ultimately deported back to Israel, while the unidentified psychic was never charged or
arrested.

In New York City, two psychics operating in Midtown Manhattan pleaded guilty this summer to
fraud and grand larceny charges after stealing more than $1 million from more than 20 clients
over five years. At the sentencing hearing, one victim stated that one of the psychics
convinced him his son was being tormented by an evil spirit and that she could help resolve
the situation through mystical rituals. A Canadian victim said a $5 palm reading led to her
eventually forking over a total of more than $740,000. Although the two psychics claimed in
court that they did not have any psychic abilities, the terms of their plea agreement raise some
doubts, as they were only sentenced to five years of probation and ordered to pay $200,000 in
restitution, which seems like supernaturally light punishment.
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Quote of the Month

“Ethics is knowing the difference between what you have aright to do and what is right to do.”

- Potter Stewart

An American lawyer and judge who served as an Associate Justice of the United States
Supreme Court from 1958 to 1981. During his tenure, he made, among other areas, major
contributions to criminal justice reform, civil rights, access to the courts, and Fourth
Amendment jurisprudence.
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