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3 sentenced in Crow light bulb scam 

By CLAIR JOHNSON
Of The Gazette Staff 
A traveling salesman convicted in a corruption scandal that involved bribing federal employees on the Crow Indian Reservation in return for sales of large quantities of overpriced light bulbs and fixtures will spend six and one-half years in federal prison. 

U.S. District Judge Richard Cebull on Wednesday sentenced Kirm Garret Kath, 41, of Gering, Neb., at the top end of the guideline range. He also ordered Kath to pay $77,263 restitution to the Indian Health Service and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

"I think he's a scheme artist," Cebull said. "I think a sentence at the high end will promote justice." 

Cebull also sentenced two former IHS employees who were convicted in the scandal. 

The judge sentenced Keith E. Reece, 54, of Hardin, to one year and one day in prison and ordered $11,275 in restitution to IHS. And he sentenced Gale G. Three Irons, 52, of Hardin, to two years of probation with three months of home detention. He ordered restitution of $1,497 and a $1,000 fine. 

Kath was the key figure in a corruption scheme that involved six others, including five BIA and IHS employees. They were indicted last spring after an investigation by Billings agents for the Interior Office of the Inspector General and the Health and Human Services Office of the Inspector General. 

From 1997 through 2001, Kath peddled a total of $313,037 in lighting equipment to IHS and BIA maintenance workers. Investigators said he also earned more than $150,000 in commissions and paid federal workers on the reservation more than $30,000 in kickbacks. 

Kath pleaded guilty in November to four counts in three federal indictments, including three counts of conspiring to defraud the government and one count of bribing a BIA employee. Eight other charges were dismissed at sentencing. 

"I am sorry for what I've done," Kath told the judge. 

Kath's court-appointed attorney, Kelly Varnes, tried to get the judge to depart downward from the guidelines, saying the bulk of Kath's criminal history of misdemeanors was related to alcoholism. Varnes also tried to argue that management problems in the IHS and BIA allowed the crimes to occur. 

Cebull disagreed. 

Kath "controlled these others with greed," Cebull said. "And it's a sorry excuse to say the chicken was there to pluck, so I did it." 

The former government employees were accused of using government-issued credit cards to purchase significantly overpriced merchandise in quantities above government needs. Some of the goods charged to the government, including appliances and tools sold by a company Kath founded out of a motel in Torrington, Wyo., never arrived. 

Assistant U.S. Attorney Carl Rostad said Kath had similar relationships with other federal employees on reservations in Wyoming and North Dakota. Those cases have been investigated and charges are possible. 

Cebull ordered Kath taken into custody but gave Varnes two days to come up with a plan to allow Kath to be released until he is assigned to a federal prison. Kath is recovering from back surgery. 

Reece pleaded guilty in December to a charge of wire fraud and four other counts were dismissed Wednesday. Reece used an IHS credit card issued to another employee to buy $29,239 in goods and services from West Lite between June 1998 and July 2001. He received $3,370 in bribes. 

Three Irons pleaded guilty to bribery in December. He could have received up to six months in prison but got probation. 

Others involved in the case include David Bauman of Hardin, who was sentenced in December to one year and one day in jail and fined $5,000 for convictions on bribery and accessory charges. Bauman was co-owner of Pro Tech Mechanical in Billings and admitted taking kickbacks from Kath. 

Charles Christopher Dillon, 35, of Crow Agency, an ex-BIA supervisor, pleaded guilty in February to six counts including bribery, mail fraud and making false statements. He is awaiting sentencing. Others convicted and awaiting sentencing include Emmett Old Bull, an ex-BIA employee, and Arthur C. Alden, of Crow Agency, who worked for IHS. 


Copyright © The Billings Gazette, a division of Lee Enterprises.
