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Hawaii Attorney General wins Best Government Mobile Application and Best 
Information Services Mobile Application 
 
HONOLULU--(BUSINESS WIRE)-- 
The Hawaii Sex Offender Search has been awarded the titles of Best Government Mobile 
Application and Best Information Services Mobile Application of 2015 by the Web Marketing 
Association in its annual MobileWebAwards competition. 
 
In April 2015, the Department of the Attorney General Hawaii Criminal Justice Data Center 
released a major upgrade to the mobile Hawaii Sex Offender Search app. App users can now sign 
up for alerts regarding offenders in an area based on zip code or street name and city. Alerts 
indicate that an offender has relocated to the area or an existing offender in the area has updated 
their registration information. 
 
Chapter 846E, Hawaii Revised Statutes (HRS), mandates that the Hawaii Criminal Justice Data 
Center maintain a central repository of covered offenders in the State of Hawaii. A covered 
offender is a sex offender or an offender against minors, as defined in Chapter 846E, HRS. 
Public access to this information is based solely on the fact of each offender's criminal 
conviction and is not based on an estimate of the offender's level of dangerousness. 
 
The Web Marketing Association announced the winners for the 4th annual MobileWebAwards 
Competition Tuesday, December 8, 2015. The Competition is judged by experienced, objective 
professionals with an in-depth understanding of the current state-of-art in mobile web 
development, design, and marketing according to a predefined set of criteria. WebAwards are 
granted at three levels: Best of Industry, Outstanding WebAward, and Best of Show. 
 
The Hawaii Sex Offender Search is available for Apple and Android smartphones and mobile 
devices. Users can access this free application by downloading the app through the Apple or 
Android App stores. Those without a mobile device can also view an online directory of Hawaii 
registered sex offenders and other covered offenders at http://sexoffender.ehawaii.gov. 
 
Both applications were created in partnership with Hawaii Information Consortium, LLC (the 
Hawaii State Portal Provider). 
 
About the Department of the Attorney General Hawaii Criminal Justice Data Center 
 
The Hawaii Criminal Justice Data Center (HCJDC) is an agency of the Department of the 
Attorney General in the State of Hawaii and is responsible for the statewide criminal history 
record information system (CJIS-Hawaii), the statewide Automated Fingerprint Identification 
System (AFIS), the statewide Sex Offender and Other Covered Offender Registry, and the Adult 
Criminal Conviction Information Web Site (https://ecrim.ehawaii.gov). 
 
About the MobileWebAwards 
 
The MobileWebAwards Competition (http://www.mobile-webaward.org) is produced by the Web 
Marketing Association to honor excellence in mobile websites and apps, recognize the 
individuals and organizations responsible, and showcase the best in award-winning mobile 
development. The Web Marketing Association was founded in 1997 to help set a high standard 
for internet marketing and website development. 



Times Square & Westgate Billboards Feature Anti-Sex Trafficking Message 
From AG Brnovich 
 
PHOENIX, AZ – With the College Football Playoff National Championship Game one week 
away, Arizona Attorney General Mark Brnovich is kicking off an anti-human trafficking 
campaign to be seen by millions in NYC’s Times Square and in Arizona. The campaign utilizes 
some of the world's largest billboards to send a strong message to football fans about the 
consequences of soliciting sex.  
 
“Big sporting events draw pimps and underage prostitution into the state,” said Attorney General 
Mark Brnovich. “While we welcome college football fans, I want to make it clear that sex 
trafficking and prostitution will not be tolerated.” 
  
Two giant billboards towering over NYC’s Times Square and a third billboard at Westgate in 
Glendale feature AG Brnovich’s message – “Paying for sex can get you flagged...for the rest of 
your life.” 
  
The anti-human trafficking campaign is being sponsored through a generous donation made by 
BrandedCities.com (link is external) and is being featured on the NASDAQ billboard, Thomson 
Reuters billboard, and the Westgate billboard. Education is the key to combating human sex 
trafficking.  Times Square billboards generate roughly 10 billion brand impressions per year with 
approximately 131 million viewers.  Times Square is the No. 1 attraction globally, with roughly 
57% of the ads shared on social media. Additionally, Arizona welcomed 1.5 million visitors from 
New York in 2014. 
  
AG Brnovich’s anti-human trafficking message has now launched and is slated to run through 
January 11, 2016. 
  
The United States Department of Justice considers Phoenix one of the top human trafficking 
areas in the country. Most victims are forced into sex trafficking before they are 15 years old. No 
public tax money paid for the public service announcement. 
 
For additional information, members of the media may contact Mia Garcia, Director of Media 
Relations at (602) 339-5895 or Mia.Garcia@azag.gov (link is external). 
 
AG takes on Everett immigration scammer targeting Russian-speaking 
community 
 
SEATTLE — In the latest action in a crackdown on illegal assistance to immigrants, Attorney 
General Bob Ferguson today announced a lawsuit against an Everett man accused of advertising 
immigration law services, when he is not an attorney or accredited to provide such services. 
 
Michael Bendzar published at least 73 advertisements in Russian-language publications since 
December 2013 advertising “immigration services” through his business, Michael’s Office. 
 
The lawsuit alleges that Bendzar’s representations violate the Washington Immigration Services 
Fraud Prevention Act (ISFPA) and the Consumer Protection Act because he is not an attorney or 
an accredited immigration representative. 
 



Bendzar is accused of 73 violations of the Consumer Protection Act, and the state is seeking civil 
penalties and an injunction preventing Bendzar from advertising immigration services. The state 
is permitted to seek up to $2,000 in civil penalties for each violation. 
 
“My office will not tolerate scammers who prey on Washington residents working hard to follow 
complex immigration laws,” Ferguson said. “This type of fraud can have serious consequences 
for victims, and we are cracking down on perpetrators.” 
 
The ads refer to Bendzar as a “notarius,” the Russian word for “notary.” In many Russian-
speaking countries, however, a notarius is an attorney or a person with other advanced legal 
training. In the United States, a notary is a person authorized to administer an oath or witness the 
signing of papers, not someone qualified to provide legal assistance. 
 
A similar linguistic accident is often taken advantage of by scammers targeting Spanish-speaking 
communities, where they advertise as “notarios” or “notarios públicos.” Other communities, 
including North and West African, Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese and Ukrainian immigrants, have 
also been targeted. 
 
The unauthorized advertisement or provision of immigration services is illegal under ISFPA.  
The law protects consumers from unauthorized entities that peddle assistance completing 
immigration forms and navigating immigration processes, services that legally can only be 
provided by attorneys and accredited representatives. The ISFPA was signed into law in 2011 at 
the request of the Attorney General’s Office. 
 
Immigration services fraud places the legal status of unsuspecting immigrant consumers in 
jeopardy, risking their ability to live and work in the U.S. — and takes their hard-earned money 
in exchange for dubious services. 
 
 Getting the right help 
 
If you are working with an immigration assistant, check his or her credentials. Make sure anyone 
who submits an immigration petition on your behalf is authorized to provide immigration-related 
services before you pay any money or turn over personal information. 
•If a person claims to be a lawyer, ask to see his or her bar license. A real lawyer would not be 
offended by this request. 
•Conduct a “lawyer search” on the Washington State Bar Association’s website at www.wsba.org 
to see if a person is licensed to practice law in Washington. 
•If a person is licensed to practice law in another state, make sure to check that state’s registry of 
licensed attorneys. 
•To check if a person or organization is authorized under federal law to provide immigration 
services, search www.justice.gov/eoir/ra/raroster.htm. 
 
Resources to help consumers obtain qualified immigration assistance include: 
•American Immigration Lawyers Association – Washington Chapter: www.ailawa.org 
•Search for an immigration attorney, by city and state, at AILA’s immigration lawyer search 
page: www.ailalawyer.com 
•Latino Bar Association of Washington (LBAW): www.lbaw.org 
•Washington State Bar Association: www.wsba.org 
•The Northwest Immigrant Rights Project provides legal services to immigrants and refugees and 
offers workshops for those who want to know if they are qualified to petition for their family 
members to get legal status in the U.S. Information is available online at www.nwirp.org. 



Western Washington residents may call 800-445-5771 or 206-587-4009. In Eastern or Central 
Washington, call 888-756-3641. Calls are answered on weekdays; ask for the Citizenship Unit. 
•Your county bar association 
 
Northwest Immigrant Rights Project, a non-profit providing legal assistance to people from more 
than 150 countries, was awarded a $125,000 cy pres grant from the Attorney General’s Office in 
April. 
 
The grant funds fraud prevention, outreach and enforcement, including combating this type of 
“notario” scam. The organization will educate consumers through community presentations and 
a variety of advertising efforts, as well as hire an attorney to provide legal assistance and pursue 
litigation where needed. 
.- See more at: http://www.atg.wa.gov/news/news-releases/ag-takes-everett-immigration-
scammer-targeting-russian-speaking-community#sthash.nV6yg8Wo.dpuf 
 
Colorado Attorney General Cynthia H. Coffman Releases $2.2 Million to 
More than 5,700 Coloradans Victimized by Lending Abuses 
 
 DENVER – Colorado Attorney General Cynthia H. Coffman is announcing that through the 
settlement of several cases, nearly 5,700 Colorado consumers will be receiving refunds totaling 
approximately $2.2 million.  The majority of the settlements resolved issues with companies that 
were providing debt settlement services that violated the Uniform Debt Management Services 
Act.   
 
“The harm to these consumers is especially egregious because the victims were desperately 
seeking debt management services and already in extremely vulnerable positions,” said Attorney 
General Cynthia H. Coffman. 
 
The largest of the recent settlements against the debt settlement companies was with California-
based debt settlement provider, Freedom Debt Relief.  Pursuant to a Consent Judgment, Freedom 
Debt Relief agreed to revise the agreements and disclosures it uses with Colorado consumers and 
pay consumer refunds.  The other debt settlement companies paying refunds include, Century 
Negotiations Inc., Orion Financial Group and Prestige Financial Solutions, Inc. 
 
Also included in the refunds to be disbursed are monies going back to Colorado consumers that 
borrowed money from Allied Cash Advance Colorado.  Allied offered consumer loans that 
violated the Uniform Consumer Credit Code by exceeding the permitted rates.  Approximately 
2,700 Colorado consumers will be receiving refunds from this settlement. Checks to consumers 
will be arriving the first two weeks of December from a third-party administrator. 
 
“Colorado consumers must be aware of the terms of the loans and their rights under the law,” 
warned General Coffman. “Many online lenders are unlicensed, which often leads to the loan 
being much more costly as maximum allowable rates are exceeded and additional fees are not 
disclosed.” 
 
A list of licensed lenders can be found on the Attorney General’s website at 
www.coloradoattorneygeneral.gov/uccc.  Consumers with complaints against a debt settlement 
company or a lender are encouraged to file complaints at that same website or call the Consumer 
Credit Unit at (720) 508-6012. 
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Arkansas Department of Veterans Affairs and Arkansas Attorney General 
launch Veterans non-profit verification service 
 
LITTLE ROCK – The Arkansas Department of Veterans Affairs (ADVA) in partnership with 
Arkansas Attorney General Leslie Rutledge unveiled “ADVA Verified” in a press conference at 
the state capitol Thursday afternoon. 
 
The voluntary program verifies nonprofits who offer Veteran specific services are current with 
Arkansas filing requirements. 
 
“As I have been hosting veteran roundtable meetings, one of the common themes I have heard 
involves the regulation of veteran advocacy and support organizations,” said Attorney General 
Rutledge. “Arkansans have big hearts and are very generous, but they should be able to verify 
that their donation will be used for the intended purpose. Working with Director Snead, I am 
pleased that donors can now use the new ADVA Verified to help separate certified organizations 
from those that may be questionable.” 
 
ADVA is committed to connecting public and private resources to Veterans across the state.  
ADVA Verified was created to ensure that those services connected are credible. 
 
“ADVA Verified is another commitment filled through our agency’s first-ever strategic plan,” 
said Matt Snead, Director of ADVA, “It is designed to assist both Veterans and credible 
nonprofits, bringing more transparency and peace of mind to those who use those services.” 
 
A two-page form will ensure that the charity has filed articles of incorporation with the Arkansas 
Secretary of State’s Office, has current registration with the Attorney General’s Office, and has a 
current IRS filing. It will also collect financial information, charitable purpose, services offered, 
locations, and contact information to share with Veterans seeking services. 
 
The services of ADVA Verified nonprofits will be connected to Veterans through the ADVA 
website, social media, monthly newsletter and the Veteran service officer network.  Transparency 
information on verified nonprofits will be available on ADVA’s website located at: 
Veterans.Arkansas.gov 
 
ADVA Verified nonprofits will be able to display the ADVA Verified logo and communicate 
services through the statewide Veteran service officer network; reaching nearly 250,000 Veterans 
and their families. 
 
While the program is voluntary, services of non-verified nonprofits will not be connected 
through ADVA outreach channels. The website will link those who wish to file a complaint 
against a nonprofit to the Attorney General Consumer Protection Division. 
 
ADVA Verified does not imply state endorsement of a nonprofit. 
 
MLEA Graduates 53 New Officers 
 
At a ceremony this morning, the Montana Law Enforcement Academy (MLEA) graduated 53 
new officers who will serve 30 different agencies across the state. The Montana Law 
Enforcement Academy is operated by the Montana Department of Justice, providing basic and 
advanced training for state, county, city and tribal law enforcement officers throughout the state. 
 



“Law enforcement is not only a noble profession – it’s a changing profession. And necessarily 
so, as we see additional strains placed upon officers here in America, and even more so for our 
colleagues dealing with cruel, calculated acts of extremist terrorism,” Attorney General Tim Fox 
told the graduates. “The education and training that this class received is cutting edge, and is 
different than what the previous class received, and will be different than what the next class will 
receive. But as up-to-date and as complete as the training this class has received may be, this is 
just the beginning of what each of you will learn and experience in your newly chosen vocation 
as law enforcement professionals.” 
 
Of note, today’s graduating class had more Native American graduates — 13 — than any other 
basic course in MLEA history. Chief Earl Old Person of the Blackfeet Tribe addressed the 
graduates as part of the event, and a star quilt was presented to Academy officials from the Tribe. 
 
Additionally, 16 of today’s graduating officers will receive 18 college credits from Missoula 
College-UM as part of a partnership announced this fall between the college and MLEA. 
 
Graduate Corey Sample of the Richland County Sheriff’s Office was elected by the class to 
speak on its behalf during the ceremony. Deputy Sample said, “We have entire careers ahead of 
us. I would like to encourage each one of you to find a niche that you can fill, a particular avenue 
of law enforcement that you get excited about and become the expert in. I would encourage you 
to find a mentor that shares your passion for that area. Find someone who you can learn from, is 
willing to teach you, and that will help you gain the skills and insight you need to excel.” 
 
New York Court Orders DraftKings, FanDuel to Cease Operating in State 
 
Daily fantasy operators must shut down business in state while case is heard in court 
 
By 
Sharon Terlep 
   
A New York court on Friday ordered the two largest fantasy sports operators to shut down in the 
state while they battle in court with the state’s attorney general over whether the games constitute 
illegal gambling. 
 
State Supreme Court Judge Manuel Mendez denied a request by the two companies to remain 
operating in the state as they argue in court. He said the decision is “not a final determination of 
the merits and rights of the parties.” 
 
The ruling is a victory for New York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman , who last month 
requested an injunction to ban FanDuel Inc., and DraftKings Inc., the industry’s major players, 
from accepting money from New York residents. 
 
The companies argued at the time they should be allowed to operate until the matter is settled at 
trial. DraftKings has notified the court that it plans to appeal. 
 
“We are disappointed with the Court’s decision, and will immediately file an emergency notice 
of appeal in order to preserve the status quo. Daily Fantasy Sports contests have been played 
legally by New Yorkers for the past seven years and we believe this status quo should be 
maintained while the litigation plays out,” DraftKings said in a statement. FanDuel’s 
representatives were not immediately available for comment Friday. 
 



Kansas attorney general seeks data on Colorado legal marijuana entering 
state 
By Peter Hancock 
 
TOPEKA — Kansas Attorney General Derek Schmidt announced Monday he has launched a 
project to collect information from local law enforcement agencies about how marijuana 
purchased in Colorado is entering Kansas and how it's affecting the state. 
 
“There are numerous and persistent anecdotal accounts of marijuana acquired in Colorado and 
illegally transported into Kansas causing harm here,” Schmidt said. “But because of technology 
limits, the confirming data is elusive. Since Colorado’s experiment with legalization is affecting 
Kansas, we need to know more about what is actually happening here so policymakers can make 
informed decisions.” 
 
In 2012, voters in Colorado approved a constitutional amendment legalizing the sale and 
possession of small amounts of marijuana for recreational use. Since then, the state has become a 
kind of destination attraction for people who want to enjoy a legal high, including many people 
who enter Colorado by way of Kansas. 
 
Schmidt said he has sent more than 500 survey forms requesting information from all county and 
district attorneys in Kansas, as well as all county sheriff's departments and city police 
departments, asking them about their experiences with pot from Colorado. 
 
He also said he would make the results of that survey public when data are compiled later this 
year. 
 
Although marijuana remains illegal nationwide under federal law, Schmidt's office noted that 
federal law enforcement agencies have elected not to fully enforce those laws in states such as 
Colorado that have legalized the drug locally. 
 
However, Schmidt said, federal enforcement remains a possibility if marijuana from states such 
as Colorado comes into surrounding states and causes harm. 
 
Kansas state law still prohibits the possession or distribution of marijuana. 
 
Supporters of Legalizing Marijuana Use Can Gather Signatures 
 
By ASSOCIATED PRESS // Dec 10, 2015 // AP Story 
 
HELENA — Supporters of an effort to legalize the recreational use of marijuana in Montana can 
begin gathering signatures. 
 
The secretary of state said Thursday that the attorney general has approved the language for 
Initiative 178. Supporters have to gather signatures from at least 5 percent of registered voters in 
each of 34 House districts, with a total of at least 24,175 signatures, for the measure to appear on 
the November 2016 general election ballot. 
  
The measure would legalize marijuana use for people ages 21 and over, would allow for the 
commercial sale of marijuana and marijuana-infused products and place a 20 percent excise tax 
on sales. The initiative expects the excise tax and licensing fees would generate about $37 



million over five years, while the measure would cost the state about $10.9 million in 
administrative expenses and other costs. 

 
States Are Struggling To Keep Medical Weed Safe 
 
With no federal standards to guide them, fewer than half of medical marijuana states require 
safety testing of cannabis. 
 
Cat Ferguson 
BuzzFeed News Repor 
 
If you take a prescription pill in America, you can be fairly certain of what you’re getting, thanks 
to strict federal regulations that mandate quality and consistency. 
 
That’s not true for marijuana, even if a doctor prescribes it. Bud can mildew or be covered in 
potentially dangerous pesticides; edibles can be contaminated with E. coli or mold; concentrates 
like butane hash oil can have high levels of solvents left over from processing. 
 
As more states legalize medical or recreational marijuana, they’re tasked with defining the kind 
of tests and quality controls that must be done, if any, on the edibles, bud, and concentrates sold 
at dispensaries and storefronts across the country. But because selling or possessing cannabis is 
still a federal crime, the 23 states that have legalized medical marijuana aren’t getting any 
guidance from the EPA, FDA, or USDA, the federal agencies that set the standards for safely 
growing and processing plants for consumption. 
 
“There is a vacuum of silence coming from the feds,” Megan Latshaw, the director of 
environmental health at the Association of Public Health Laboratories, which has been helping 
guide cannabis testing standards, told BuzzFeed News. “Each state has done their best to address 
some of the challenges and what ends up happening is a very piecemeal approach.” 
 
That means everyone is learning as they go, without much data on how weed’s contaminants will 
affect health if they’re lit on fire and inhaled by medical marijuana patients, who often have 
compromised immune systems. 
 
Because it’s illegal to transport marijuana across state lines, most commercial cannabis products 
are grown and sold in the same state. Each state determines what kind of testing to require, and 
who should be doing it. But since it’s all new, there’s a steep learning curve — and plenty of 
people willing to take advantage of the holes in the system. 
 
“There are some labs out there that are just taking the cannabis and printing out a report that’s 
fake and saying ‘you passed for pesticides’ and never analyzing for pesticides,” Shannon 
Swantek, a compliance specialist for the Oregon Environmental Laboratory Accreditation 
Program, told BuzzFeed News. “Without regulation, the fraud is really running the gamut.” 
 
Testing generally breaks down into four categories: pesticides, microbials such as bacteria or 
fungi, contaminants like heavy metals, and potency. Some concentrates, like butane hash oil, can 
be tested for residual solvents, as well. 
 
Colorado, which allows medical and recreational use of the drug, requires testing for potency, 
heavy metals, and microbes like E. coli, mold, and salmonella in state-certified labs. Although 
the law in Colorado requires testing for pesticides, the Colorado Marijuana Enforcement 
Division has yet to roll out mandatory pesticide testing, according to Heather Krug, a marijuana 
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laboratory inspection program coordinator at the Colorado Department of Health. 
 
“The testing has been a step-wise rolling out of one category at a time,” Krug told BuzzFeed 
News. Since October, Colorado has had more than a dozen recalls ofproducts contaminated with 
potentially dangerous pesticides. 
 
Oregon, which has had a medical marijuana law on the books since 2007, this year opened up 
limited sales of the drug to recreational users. But products won’t have to undergo any tests until 
June of 2016, because the certification for laboratories will take a long time and the state doesn’t 
want an interruption in the supply. 
 
While some states are working to institute rigorous quality control, five states — Arizona, 
Michigan, Montana, Rhode Island, and Vermont — don’t require testing for marijuana products. 
(In Michigan and Montana, it’s not required because medical marijuana products can be grown, 
but not sold. And Vermont’s state laboratory will test samples if it receives a complaint.) 
 
New Jersey’s and Maine’s state labs have the right to do random sampling from dispensary 
shelves. Eight states require growers or dispensaries to do some kind of testing before selling 
medical marijuana, and another eight will mandate testing within the next few years. 
 
One of the states with testing on the books, New Mexico, has had trouble meeting the demand 
for laboratories. A health department spokesperson told theAlbuquerque Journal that they will 
require testing once they have enough operational labs. A department spokesperson declined to 
comment to BuzzFeed News on whether these laws are being enforced. 
 
But even in states that require testing in certified labs, people will still find ways to get around 
the regulations, experts say. 
 
“If someone has a $20,000 crop that mildews, they’ll do what they have to to get it to market,” 
Jim Roe, the scientific director of Steep Hill Laboratory in Washington State, which has strict 
testing requirements for their medical and recreational marijuana, told BuzzFeed News. 
 
Roe says he’s seen customers submit samples for testing that have clearly been cooked to 
sterilize them. Other customers have discretely asked whether Steep Hill will give their pot a 
thumbs-up no matter what test results come back. 
 
“They don’t come right out and say it, but essentially that’s what they’re asking — if they bring 
something in, can we guarantee they’re going to pass.” 
 
Those customers are likely to find other labs willing to either fake results or print a passing 
report without doing any testing at all. 
 
“All of these fake labs, it’s really doing a disservice to the growers,” Swantek of the Oregon 
Environmental Laboratory Accreditation Program told BuzzFeed News. “The growers do really 
want to learn to apply pesticides correctly and have a safe product. Without knowing actual 
accredited results, it’s hard for them to learn that.” 
 
Some industry insiders, however, are confident these growing pains will smooth out over time. 
Most states that allow medical marijuana either currently require testing in certified labs, or are 
developing those rules now. 
 
“It’s inevitable, as the industry becomes more heavily regulated, testing has to become part of the 
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equation,” Kris Krane, the managing partner of 4Front Advisors, which helps people apply 
for licenses under various state marijuana laws, told BuzzFeed News. “Each state that wants 

to get this right is trying to build on the successive experiences of those that preceded it.” 
Until then, smoker beware. 
 
Limited by U.S. banking rules, pot businesses rely on bags of cash and armed 
guards 
 
David Kelly 
  
The Fourth Corner Credit Union occupies a prime spot in downtown Denver, not far from the 
state Capitol. It has a big safe, four teller windows, drive-up service and a banner out front that 
says, "The Fourth Corner Credit Union Coming Soon." 
 
But there's a problem. 
 
The Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, which oversees Denver, has refused Fourth Corner's 
request for a "master account," essentially a bank account allowing it to do business. 
 
"You can't have a bank chartered by the state of Colorado and then nullified by the federal 
government," said Mark Mason, an attorney for the credit union. 
 

Unless the Fed simply doesn't like the customers. 
 
And in this case, the customers work in the cannabis trade. Fourth Corner hopes to be the first 
financial institution in the nation catering exclusively to the marijuana business. 
 
But although pot is legal here, it remains a Schedule 1 controlled substance along with LSD and 
heroin in the eyes of the federal government. That means any bank working with the weed 
business faces prosecution. 
 
"Banks face a number of risks if they choose to serve the industry, up to and including closure of 
their institutions," said Amanda Averch, director of communications for the Colorado Bankers 
Assn. "Regulators can impose civil money penalties, cease-and-desist orders, fines and can ban 
bankers from their careers for life." 
 
Political remedies are being considered but major roadblocks remain, leaving the $700-million-a-
year cannabis industry running almost entirely on cash. Bags of it are taken to grocery stores to 
buy money orders to pay staff. Houses are rented and filled with safes full of cash. Phony bank 
accounts are created and then shut down when the money arrives reeking of pot. 
 
Nearly everyone in the marijuana business has had bank accounts closed. 
 
"So far we have lost 25 bank accounts," said Kristi Kelly, owner of the Good Meds medical 
marijuana dispensaries near Denver. "Our biggest area of exposure is what we do with our cash. 
Then how do we pay our bills? We are not talking about $20 but five- and six-figure bills." 
 
Those who can have hired armed private security to guard the product and ferry cash around 
Colorado in armored vans. 
 

  



Our biggest area of exposure is what we do with our cash. Then how do we pay our bills? We 
are not talking about $20 but five- and six-figure bills 

 
The guards are often former military personnel with combat experience in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
On a recent morning, Tom Morton, a towering former Marine, cruised through a warren of 
faceless warehouses in North Denver before pulling into a side alley, walking up a few steps and 
ringing a bell. 
 
The doors opened, revealing a bright, cavernous room with dozens of workers busily tending 
marijuana plants as tall as summer corn. An alcove flickered with 48 cameras trained on every 
employee. 
 
Morton, 27, is a supervisor with the security company Helix TCS, checking on Travis 
Dombrowski, 26, a guard who carries a semiautomatic pistol on his hip. 
 
"I feel comfortable that I can defend the people here from any threat that comes through that 
door," Dombrowski said. 
 
Morton nodded. 
 
"Travis and I served together in Afghanistan. I know I can trust him with my life," he said. "I 
know in a gunfight he won't back down." 
 
The day before, Morton was driving $20,000 in cash and 50 pounds of pot around Denver in a 
van, a guard toting an AR-15 assault rifle perched in the back. 
 
"It's totally legal," he said. "But it feels sketchy." 
 
Criminals have targeted dozens of pot businesses. Earlier this year, shots were fired during two 
robberies. In another incident, a man crashed a pick-up through a grow house and chopped down 
$15,000 worth of plants. And then there was a gang preying on couriers moving cash around the 
city. 
 
No one has been killed, but many believe it's just a matter of time. And that's what got 26-year-
old Alex Mason thinking. 
He had a lot of friends in the marijuana industry and was appalled at the obstacles they faced 
conducting a legitimate business. So he and his father, Mark Mason, came up with the idea of a 
credit union servicing the cannabis business. They assembled a staff, a chief executive and a 
board of directors, and last year they received a state charter. 
 
"Forget whether you are for or against cannabis, there is no rational argument to keep it an all-
cash economy," said credit union Executive Vice President Mark Goldfogel. "There is no 
scenario where black marketing cash from a legal business is sustainable." 
 
According to Mark Mason, the situation pushes the cannabis industry to the margins of legality. 
"Most have figured out a workaround to get money to the state and others through friends or 
under management companies," he said. "But it all comes very close to the textbook definition of 
money laundering." 
 
Mason has filed suit against the Federal Reserve for denying the credit union a master account 
and a hearing is set for Dec. 28 in federal court here. 
 

  



A Fed spokesman declined comment. 
 

Last year, the Obama administration issued new guidelines for banks wishing to do business with 
marijuana dealers that lessened the threat of prosecution but didn't offer immunity from it. 
 
According to the Colorado Bankers Assn., 12 small banks are now working with the cannabis 
industry on a limited basis, but they have been warned by federal regulators not to expand those 
accounts, which are being closely monitored. 
 
Blue Line Protection Group, a security firm, is doing compliance checks for such banks to ensure 
their cannabis clients are obeying the law. 
 
"We know the dispensary owners, what questions to ask and how much cash and product they 
produce," said Blue Line Vice President Michael Jerome. "We do on-site compliance for the 
banks and they provide accounts for the businesses." 
 
Blue Line is also opening a 12,000-square foot fortified "vaulting and cash processing facility" to 
safeguard their clients' money. 
 
Kelly, the dispensary owner, recently opened an account with a bank that asked not to be 
identified. She knows it could be shut at any time. 
 
"When my first account was closed I felt indignant," she said, "like I was being discriminated 
against." 
 
It reminded Kelly of her grandmother, who had moved from China to Washington and stuffed her 
mattress with money because no one would give her a bank account 
. 
"So these Chinese immigrants got together and opened their own credit union," she said. "I think 
there are some interesting parallels here. History has shown we can get through this, that we can 
remedy historical inequities." 
 
The best solution may be an act of Congress. 
 
Lawmakers including Colorado Sens. Michael Bennet, a Democrat, and Cory Gardner, a 
Republican, have introduced legislation giving marijuana businesses access to banking while 
barring regulators from punishing banks who legally work with them. 
 
It's supported by the Colorado banking industry and Gov. John Hickenlooper, a Democrat who 
opposed marijuana legalization. 
 
But until something changes, dispensary owners and growers will continue to play hide-and-seek 
with criminals and rely on outfits such as Helix to protect their crops and cash. 
In Greenwood Village, just south of Denver, Zachary Venegas monitored the movement of his 
security guards across the region from his office. If one of their unmarked vans carrying cash or 
marijuana veers off course, he's instantly alerted. 
 
Venegas is a West Point graduate and former infantry officer who has owned security businesses 
in Africa and the Middle East before becoming chief executive of Helix. Nearly all his 
employees are former members of the military. 
 
"We are all comfortable in a mission-oriented culture," he said. 
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Still, he believes it's just a matter of time before a major crime targeting the cannabis industry 
results in significant casualties. 
 
"A lot of people are saying, 'Well, let's just see how it goes,' as if there's not an actual threat," he 
said. "But I think the illegal side is out there just watching and waiting to strike." 
Kelly is a special correspondent. 
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Police Using Social Media For Marijuana Stings, Some Call It Entrapment 
 
By Rick Sallinger 
 
DENVER (CBS4) – CBS4 has learned Denver police are posing as pot growers on Facebook. 
They are conducting sting operations and have landed at least one deal worth tens of thousands 
of dollars. 
 
The Internet social media websites have become a high-tech marketplace for drugs. On 
Instagram one post reads, “Place your order today, gets shipped out before 8 a.m.” 
 
It was Facebook where Denver police say 26-year-old Sean Edelson responded to a picture 
placed by them in a well-planned sting. It was a photo of a marijuana grow with the words, 
“Getting close to peak!! Taking orders now!!” 
 
The reply, police claim, from Edelson was, ‘I’m the type of person that will take everything, 
every time.” 
 
A meeting was then arranged at a Denver restaurant. Court documents allege $64,000 in cash 
was shown by Edelson to an officer as payment for 36 pounds of pot. Edelson was promptly 
arrested. 
 
CBS4 Investigator Rick Sallinger approached Edelson in a courthouse hallway. 
 
“We’re doing a story on marijuana dealing on Facebook,” Sallinger asked. 
 
“Sorry,” Edelson replied, and then covered the camera lens with a sheet of paper. 
 
He now faces charges in a case which highlights how law enforcement is using social media to 
crack down on e-commerce in drugs. 
 
Gordon Coombes is a former Larimer County Sheriff’s Office drug investigator who would go 
undercover on the Internet to bust drug dealers. 
 
“If they wanted to know who I was they could search social media that would confirm my 
character,” Coombes told CBS4. 
 
On Craigslist CBS4 has shown there are plenty of ads for marijuana sales on the black market. 
But what those responding to the ads now don’t know is if they have been placed by police. 
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CBS4 obtained Denver Police Department policy documents on reverse drug sting operations. 
They caution investigators they must have sufficient evidence that will demonstrate the 
predisposition of the suspects to possess or deal illegal drugs. 
 
But former prosecutor Karen Steinhauser says it is difficult for the defendant to prove they have 
been entrapped. 
 
“Would they be likely to commit this offense even if a police officer didn’t pose as an undercover 
person selling,” she said. 
 
In the Edelson’s case, his home in Parker was searched after the arrest. Inside, marijuana, cash 
and hash extraction equipment was found. Police say he told an undercover detective he moved 
to Colorado from New York because of marijuana. His attorney said there would be no comment 
as Edelson awaits trial. 
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