LEGISLATION & REGULATION
* Florida’s seven insurance-fraud prosecutors would be eliminated under a proposal being debated by a state Senate committee. State agencies were told to propose 20-percent budget cuts, and show how the cuts would affect the agency. “Florida—like many states—is facing serious economic problems. But eliminating fraud prosecutors would increase insurance crime and drive up costs for consumers,” the coalition wrote to the General Appropriations Committee today. Local prosecutors would handle insurance cases if the fraud prosecutors were eliminated. But the State Prosecutor’s Office already is overwhelmed and overstaffed, according to news reports. The measure still is in the early stages. Florida fraud fighters should contact the chair of the Senate Committee and urge him to reject the proposal to eliminate fraud prosecutors. More details at FraudBlog. 

* California prosecutors are proposing legislation targeting businesses that illegally avoid paying comp premiums. Companies with at least 25 employees would be slapped with felony charges if they duck out of buying state-required comp coverage. Many businesses simply don’t buy coverage, and virtually dare the state to catch them. Penalties are relatively light, with little deterrent value. But the proposed legislation would place this scheme on a level with active premium schemes such as lying to comp insurers that high-risk workers (such as roofers) are low-risk employees (such as desk clerks). But the sour economy could derail the effort: Legislators are reluctant to pack non-violent felons into prisons. Jails already are over-crowded, and budgets for housing prisoners is stretched thin. Scarce money and jail space may be reserved for violent felons considered bigger threats to society. 
* A Texas court has quashed a rule that deletes the phone numbers of crash victims from police accident reports. Fraud rings are suspected of buying the reports in bulk and then calling victims to trying and convince them to receive bogus treatment from crooked clinics, whether the victims were hurt or not. But the state transportation department didn’t follow proper notice procedures when requiring police departments to make the change on accident forms, a district court has ruled. The Texas Committee on Insurance Fraud will work to have the phone numbers deleted by legislation during this session. 
* The coalition's Howard Goldblatt has asked the NAIC to include anti-fraud efforts among the consumer-protection aspects of health-care reform in the NAIC’s dialogue with the Obama Administration and Congress. 
Note: Texts of anti-fraud bills are available on the coalition's website here.
PUBLIC OUTREACH 
* “By almost all measures, car dumping is now a full-blown national trend,” the coalition’s Dennis Jay writes in this week’s FraudBlog. “Reports from insurers, law enforcement, fire fighters and the media point to a new national pastime of getting rid of your vehicle (car, truck, motorcycle, ATV, whatever) if you’re in financial stress. Vehicles are burned, buried, pushed in lakes and rivers, chopped up and stashed away in a friend’s garage. And a lot of people are getting caught.” The blog item also includes sound advice on why dumping a car is a bad idea.
* "We take no pleasure in seeing a 60-year-old man being sentenced to nearly four years in prison and losing probably all of his funds and property, but the conduct of which retired Pennsylvania Superior Court Judge Michael Joyce was convicted was particularly egregious," the Erie, Pa. Observer-Reporter wrote in an editorial Monday about the judge who recently received more than four years for scamming auto insurers out of $440,000 with bogus crash-injury claims. "What Joyce did was not as serious as the offenses of two Luzerne County judges who pleaded guilty to accepting kickbacks that allowed juveniles to be incarcerated far from their homes. But insurance fraud is a nasty business that costs all of us money, and as an appellate court judge, Joyce certainly knew
better."
CRIMINAL CONVICTIONS
* The owner of a Connecticut trucking firm frantically tried to buy liability coverage after his uninsured dump truck lost control, roared down a mountain and killed four people when it plowed into vehicles at a stoplight. David R. Wilcox admitted guilt Monday, and faces up to six years in jail. Some 19 people also were injured in the fiery crash after the poorly maintained truck’s brakes failed. Wilcox and his wife tried to reinstate coverage that they’d let lapse on his trucks. They didn’t tell their agent about the deadly crash that had happened just minutes before they made the desperate phone call. Cox faces a recommended six years when sentenced in June. 
* Ron Bravetti faked the theft of his truck to steal insurance money and get out from under payments. The Foxboro, Mass. man told MetLife Auto & Home that someone stole his truck from a parking lot in Sharon. In fact, Bravetti had put his truck up for sale at a nearby car dealership where he worked as a salesperson. The vehicle didn’t sell, so he filed a stolen-vehicle report instead. Bravetti’s truck was recovered at the home of another of the dealer’s salespersons. Bravetti, his girlfriend and a buddy were convicted Monday but each received only one year of probation. The Massachusetts fraud bureau assisted in the investigation, and the AG landed the conviction. 
CRIMINAL CHARGES
* Tales from our “There Auto Be a Law” department: With more people unloading vehicles for insurance bailouts as financial stress and Tums sales mount, here’s the latest round of fraud charges cluttering the courts. It’s everyone’s money, but no tears – just read it and shriek…
· Anthony Frenchak lied to Progressive Insurance that a thief had heisted his Harley-Davidson from his apartment, Florida prosecutors charged Tuesday. The Boca Raton man had asked two buddies to stash the Harley in the garage so it wouldn’t be damaged by weathering, an anonymous tipster allegedly told police. The friends claim they didn’t know Frenchak had made a theft claim. 

· Feeling dissed, one of Paul Kurosky’s employees dissed back, Pennsylvania prosecutors charge. The Uniontown man told his insurer he’d loaned his Mercedes to an employee of his auto-repair shop to take home. The employee discovered the car was stolen when he woke up, Kurosky told Cincinnati Insurance. But the employee had a different take, prosecutors say. Kurosky allegedly had paid him $200 upfront to torch the vehicle with gasoline, but failed to pay another $800 Kurosky had promised. The employee went to police after being stiffed, prosecutors allege. 
· Was the flying cigarette a fire-breathing, car-wrecking missile? That's what volunteer fire fighter Eric Douglas wants his insurer to believe. The Apple Creek, Ohio man said he tried to toss a lit butt out of his car window but missed. It bounced back in and set the passenger-side front seat and dashboard on fire, he told his insurer. Douglas snuffed the blaze in about three minutes he said. But Douglas intentionally set the vehicle on fire, prosecutors said this week.
· After crashing his SUV into a trash container, car and utility pole, Geraldo Benitez had had enough. The Bethlehem, Pa. man allegedly got rid of the wrecked vehicle and lied to his insurer that someone stole it, prosecutors allege. Benitez faces a variety of charges. 
* William Gray and Amber Beck told police that more than $16,000 worth of personal goods were stolen from their McMinnville, Ore. Home. But they allegedly doubled the claimed theft total when they made a claim with their insurer. Police then searched their home and allegedly found many of the supposedly heisted items, including jewelry, clothing, TVs, sound systems and video game systems. No word on potential sentence if Gray and Beck are convicted. 
* Walter Childs Sr. received more than $180,000 in disability money after claiming he was injured while working as a mechanic at Lakehurst (N.J.) Naval Air Station. But the civilian defense department employee ran a handyman and landscaping business while soaking taxpayers. Childs faces up to five years, restitution and $250,000 fines when sentenced in June. 
ADMINISTRATIVE & CIVIL ACTIONS 
* Allstate is suing a Chicago pain clinic for $1.5 million, alleging the outfit charged patients and the insurer 10 time its standard rates. The Northwest Side clinic had a kickback scheme with other medical providers, Allstate alleges. The clinic paid medical centers upfront fees to treat patients it referred for MRIs and injection-related procedures, then billed Allstate at huge markup rates, the insurer contends. The federal suit was filed in Chicago. 
* Were appearances improper? A deputy county prosecutor in the Indianapolis area was fired because she appeared too close to a suspected insurance scam by her mother. Kimberly Wittenburg allegedly issued more than $2.1 million in bogus claim checks from  MultiNational Underwriters, where she worked. She sent the checks to a friend in Texas, and they split the money, federal prosecutors in Indiana charge. Police found thousands of dollars worth of MultiNational checks at her home, where her daughter, Marion County Deputy Prosecutor Kristina Whittenburg, also lives. A transaction record for one check was found in Kristina’s bedroom. Kristina isn’t yet charged but was fired largely because the her bosses say they don’t believe she was forthcoming when questioned. This creates the appearance of impropriety, the say.
ETC.
* Will the Nashville police department’s decision to stop issuing accident reports for minor crashes play into the hands of insurance schemers? Some insurance people are concerned. Police haven’t come to the scene of small accidents for awhile, but now drivers can’t even phone in accidents to receive an incident report number for the official record. The time and costs of dealing with the reports isn’t cost-effective, police say. Nor do they want to tie up the 911 call center. But without the reports to lock in crash-scene details, swindlers can invent witnesses, passengers and injuries to bilk insurers. "If you get into an accident on private property in Nashville, you don't have the force of Metro behind you to make sure that people tell the truth and you are getting the protection you need," insurance agent Rob Mitchell told WSMV-TV.
* The Fresno County, Calif. DA will receive $1 million to combat fraud, the state insurance department says. Nearby counties will receive grants ranging from $48,000 to $280,000. The state is facing a financial crisis but the legislature has authorized the money and the state workers comp regulatory agency has collected it. 
QUOTE OF THE WEEK
"If you're in financial straits or just don't like the color of your car, don't take this desperate step. It's better to just mail the keys back to the lender, take a hit on your credit score and go on with your life." 
— Dennis Jay in recent blog on the increasing number of people illegally dumping their vehicles for insurance money. 
OTHER HEADLINES THIS WEEK
* Penn. woman accused of setting trailer on fire — twice
* New Orleans man falsified wage report in increase claim
* Ex-NFL player suspected of home arsons dies abroad
* Success seen with new workcomp fraud unit in Illinois
Details at www.InsuranceFraud.org/
MEETINGS & CONFERENCES 
* April 8-10 — 20th Annual Training Conference 
Monterey, CA (NC Fraud Investigators Association/CA DOI/CDAA)
* April 14 — 2009 NSPII Regional Seminar 
St. Charles, MO (NSPII)
* April 28-29 — 2009 Iowa-Nebraska IASIU Seminar & Annual Meeting 
Ashland, NE (Iowa-Nebraska Chapter of IASIU)
* April 30-May 1 — Gulf Coast Insurance Fraud Seminar 
League City, TX (TASIU)
* May 13-14 — 17th Annual Virginia IASIU Seminar 
Richmond, VA (Virginia Chapter IASIU)
* June 9 — 9th Annual Insurance Fraud Conference 
Ashland, NE (Nebraska's Insurance Fraud Prevention Division)
* June 10-12 — Florida Insurance Fraud Education Committee Conf. 
Orlando, FL (Florida Insurance Fraud Education Committee)
For more info, visit online events.
