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~ BY JOHN MAGINNTS

FBI Wins Game of Gotcha

arly on in the federal rtrial
of Edwin Edwards and
Jim Brown, it was appar-
ent thar prosecutors had
little confidence in their
lame conspiracy and insurance fraud
case. Rather, 1t scemed they were
intent all along on cashing in their
insurance policy by convicling Brown
on the lesser counts of lving to the
FBIL
They had to put on the rest of
their case to provide the context for
the jury to work through and settle
on its guilty verdict on 7 of 13 false
statement counts. Edwin Edwards’
acquitial bothered prosecutors little
— they had already nailed him in the
gambling case. Co-defendant Ron
Weems was irrelevant, But bringing
down Louisiana’s third straight insur-
ance commissioner enabled the feds
Lo claim another victory over the

Because Jim Brown's genes wouldn't let him keep

his trap shut, he could now go to jail.
1

Maria Constaniin

Louisiana Way, even if it required an
abuse of prosecuterial power Lo
secure it

On the steps of the courthouse,
LS, Attorney BEddie Jordan defend-
ed the apparent contradiction of con-
victing a man of lying about a case in
which no crime was proven. JTordan
said. rightlv. that it is a serious matter
to impede a material investigation.
But what investigation?

- When FBI agent Harry Burton Jr,

showed up at the Department of
Insurance on May 2, 1997, hie already
knew the answers Lo the questions he
wiould pose to Brown, He knew them
better than Brown did, having lis-
tened to the wiretapped conversa-
tions that had taken place six months
earlier. [t's as though Burton were
grading Brown on a pop memory
quiz. with each wrong answer scoring
an indictment,

For his part, Brown should have
known better than to answer gues-
tions about his dealings with Edwin
Edwards four davs after the wide-
racging probe of the former gover-
nor had been made public, Brown
even had a department lawyer in the
room. who advised him, as Brown
already knew, that he did not have to
talk to the feds.

But Jim Brown is genetically inca-
pable of keeping his mouth shut.
Perhaps he was thinking that, with a
few artful answers, he could avoid a
trip to the grand jury. Or, as he said
on the witness stand, as a public offi-
cial he felt obliged to cooperate with
federal agents, as he had often done
before in other insurance cases,
Whether through hubris or sense of
duty, Brown’s habit of talking too
much, combined with his historic
inability to say no to Edwin Edwards,
played right into the FBIS hands.

— [t was a sad, sorry case all around,
in which the law and justice were
used more than they were served.,

THE LAST COMMISSIONER:

Though he has stepped aside as
insurance commissioner, Jim Brown
is hardly letting go of the office he
has held for nine years. You can bet
he is on the phone daily with his loyal
stafl, if not more oflen, keeping tabs
on official business he is no longer
paid to oversee.

His attorney William Jeffress pre-
dicts the relatively simple appeal will
take less than a year to decide. If the
verdict is reversed, Brown returns to

- office until his term ends in January

2004, Lf the conviction is upheld. the
law requires a special election o be
held.

But that point may be moot by
next spring if two-thirds of the
].ugislamm votes to make the office
of insurance commissioner appoint-
ed. While lawmakers in the past have
resisted taking any choices away
froum voters, in-this case the volers
may not mind if Louisiana falls in
ling with the vast majority of states in
which the insurance commissioner is
appointed.

Giving the governor thal much
more appointive power may trouble
some, but it would also be more effi-
cient to consolidate future investiga-
tions and indictments in one office.

EDWARDS'
COUNTEROFFENSIVE:

Though Edwin Edwards faces sen-
lencing within a month on his prior
gambling conviction, the former gov-
ernor called his insurance acquitial
the first step toward his vindication.

Attorneys who have spoken with
Edwards say he is hopeful, even con-
fident, that questions surrounding
the dismissal of Juror 68 will lead toa
retrial of the gambling case.

The U.5. Fifth Circuit Court of
Appeals has a repulation for revers-
ing few criminal convictions. But the
dismissal of a juror during delibera-
tions is a serious matter at which
appellate courts look closely,

The appeal would likely not pre-
vent Edwards from going to prison,
but it will give him some hope that he
won't be there for long. ”

Serhine Maginnis, @ vereran politiced com
menfeian preblishes the La. Political Fax
Weekly and writes o svidicared weeklv
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