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CHAMBERS: DEA Policy on Informants Questioned

Continued from Al

“Andrew Chambers is a hero
who has put his life on the line
many times,” said Terry Parham,
chiel spokesman for the DEA in
Washington, D.C, He said Cham-
bers always wanted to be an actual
DEA agent but couldn't because he
lacked a college degree.

One reason for Chambers' effec-
tveness was that he passed himsel
aff—to his DEA handbers, proseci-
tors and juries—ag an upstanding
citizen with no criminal back-
ground, But a tenacious public de-
fender in Orunge Counly began
agking questions that led to the dis-
clogure that Chambers has been ar-
rested af least six times and was
convicted of soliciting sex from an
undercover palice officer and {m-

a DEA agent.

At Jeast two fudges have publicly
lobeled Chambers a liar, Assigtant
U.5. Atty. Stephen Wolle in Los
Angeles told a federal judiclal panel
that Chambers is "undefendable.”
And the DEA itself has sanctioned
Chambers for lying on the stand,
docking him $5.000 in one case
when it found that he had lied in
another, records show.

Chambers could not be reached
for comment.

According to some estimates dis-
closed in court filings. a variety of
law enforcement agencies have
paid Chambers a total of $4 million
for his work. Chambers’ payments
were bassd—at least indirectly, the

Andrew Chambers in 1995

DEA concedes—on arrests and
selzures.

On assignment {rom the DEA,
he would drive into one eity aflter
another, typically in & fancy car,
meel the street hustlers, sel up
deals and then help drug agenis
bust everyone invelved, DEA and
eourt recopds show,

Many times the DEA would ar-
rest people in controversial “re-
verse sting” operatlons, after they
bought what they thought were il-
legal drugs from Chambers—a
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practice that defense lawyers @y
berders on entrapment.

Such undercover efforts are con-
sidered dangerous but essential by
the DEA in conducting the federal
government's war on drugs.
Authorities say these tacthes allow
them to gain sccess to the under-
belly of the drug trade,

Chambers seemed perfect for the
nssignment: He's a fast-talking,
street-savvy chameleon who can
easily pass for a4 gang member or
for & Mercedes-driving drug king-
pin, court papers show. Sometimes
he says he's black, other times a
Latino named Rico or a host of
other allases,

Chambers’ information and test-
many have helped put away dozens
of dbrug dealers und other criminale,
ineluding two men the federil gov-
ernment wanted to send to death
row in California under a federal
murder-for-hire statule,

However, records show that
Chambers has lied in numerous
eases about his background, his yse
of altases and other personal infor-
mation, What's mere. the DEA
continued to use Chambers long af-
ter warnings that his effectiveness
a8 an infarmant could be compro-
mised, aceording to law enlorce-
ment and eourt documents,

DEA agents in some cises never
told defense lawyers, judges or the
government's own prosecutors
ahout Chambers” eriminal record ar
eredibility problems, Chambers has

been comvicted and fined for sobicit-
ing an undercover Colorado police
officer for sex in 1085, and for im-
personating 4 DEA agent to try to
wrangle out of that arrest.

Chambers has also been arrested
om suspicion of forgery, theft, do-
mestic pssault and soliciting prosti-
tution, accarding to court and law
enforcement records. DEA olficials
confirmed that Chambers has been
arrested six times, not including
traffic arrests,

DEA agents Interceded on
Chambers' behall when he got inte
legal trouble while on thesr payroll.
Court and legal records show that
one DEA agent persuaded a Ken-
tucky judge to recall arrest war-
rants kssued for Chambers in 1985,
and another posted bail for Cham-
bers in 1998 after an arrest in Dal-
las on suspicion of soliciting an
umsercover officer posing as a pros-
titute, That case was quietly
dropped, even though Chambers
never showed up for his required
COUIrt APPeiTance.

Authorities were reguired by low
1o fully disclese such matters to at-

torneys defending suspects ac-
cused in Chambers" many drug
cases, That failure has called into
question many cases in which
Chambers warked for the DEA,
particularly in instances in which
he testified, say defense lawvers
anid legal experts.

Ir & Hillsborough County, Fla.,
case lagt June, Chambers disclosad

in a deposition that he had been ar-
reated once for soliciting a prosti-
tute,

“Is that the only time you've
ever been in trouble™ asked de-
fense lawyer Paula Adams.

“Yes," Chambers testilied.

The DEA "deactivated" Cham-
bers from the ranks of its inform-
ants in February, It has also prom-
iged te fully investigate his
operutions and reform the way it
handles its $20-million-a-year in-
formant L

“There are 4 number of things
that we feel need to be reviewed,"
gikd the drug agency’s Parham,

Accusations of
Repeated Lies

Parham, however, defended the

use of Chambers, saying it is nearly
Imposaible to breach the highest
levels of the drug trade without
stregtwise operatives, many of
whom have less-than-impeccable
backgrounds.
Parham sald the DEA has found
ul least three cases in which Cham-
bers lied outright on the stand
ahout his background.

Defense lawyers said Chambers
has lied a lot more than that.

Chambers “has lied under oath
virtually every time he has been
put on the witness stand,” wrate H.
Dean Steward, a federal publie de-
fender in Santa Ana, in a formal
complaint to the DEA in 1998,

Chambers, he contended, “lies
about his eriminal history, his edu-
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cational background, his aliase
whre he is from, and just about ev
tzrjI perlccna! detall you cauld ima

Thu disc]osures about Chamberd
“should recpen past cases whese he
has been used,” sakd Gerald Uel
men, & professor al Santa Clara
University Law School's Center for|
Applied Ethics. “If we have an in
formant whose credibility is sus
pect, 1 would think the government
has an obligation 1o go back and ret
examine prior caged, especially if
there are allegations of lying." i
That could add up. 1
In Los Angeles alone, Chambers
was pald §721,388.33 for a variety
of cases over more than a e
DEA records show,

The DEA refuses lo discusd
Chambers’ role in specific cases,
but court records and interviews
show he worked frequently iff
Southern Californin, He wenl
undercover for one multi-ngency
task force investigation dubbed Ops
eration Desert Stop that resulted in
the arrest of 82 defendants in &
nationwide drug trafficking ring)
and in many convictions.

But Chambers also had problema
here, According to a 1989 memo by
Asgistant U5, Atty. Ellyn Marcud
Lindsay, Chambers “is not warking
in Los Angeles anymore™ because
of 4 dispute between him and hid
DEA handler over “how Mr, Cham-
bers spent and aceounted for thé
maney he was paid.”

DEA officials in Los Amﬂ]uhﬂl
no comment on why they contin!
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CHAMBERS: DEA Operative’s Cases Jeopardized

Cantinued from AH
ueed to use Chambers for years after
that.

Somwe legal experts eriticioed Lhe
payment of Chambers based on his
success, snying such practices en-
courage professional informants to
ensnare as many people as possible
in thelr investigations,

“The pewurd system thut the
DE:& has been allowed to set up,
giving (nformants an incentive to
ereate (nformation, has become a
tremendous problem,” said Uel-

muurder-far-hire statute,

By voluntarily pleading guilty 1o
mierder in thee 1996 slaying of an al-
leged heroin ring accomplice in Las
Vegas, Stanley and Bennett
avalded the gas chamber

Naw, their lawyers say, the two
men deserve a chance to go to trial,
or have their convictions over-
furned, based on the fact that the
DEA usedd information provided by
Chambers Lo get Lhe wiretap used
to convict them.

That wiretap never would have

men, a former federal utar in - besn approved, liwyers for both
Los Angeles who worked often men contend, il the judge had
with informants. known of Chambers' true back-

Of particular concern is whether
Chambiers lled about his troubled
[ 1o bal#ter his credibil-
ity and continue getting paid by
the DEA, according to Uslmen and
severnl defense lowyers.

“What [ worry is that it is the tip
of the iceberg. How many other
Andrew Chambers ure there?”
usked Uelmen,

The DEA’s continued use af an
informant with such credibility
problems, he siakd, 18 a peetty sd
reflection an the degree of supervi-
sion the DEA is exercising over iis
infarmants.”

The effort to challenge the
DEA's use al Chambers is being led
by lawyers for Edward Stanbey Ir.
anel Daniel Ray Bennett, the first
two men whoem federal prosecutors
in Las Angeles wanted Lo send Lo
death row under a 1984 federal

groind.

Chambers' actions “seriously
undermine the legitimacy of the
convictions” and require, at the
very least, a review ol all the cases
in which he played a role, said Da-
wid Chesnoff, Stanley's lawyer. *|
think every Judge and every jury
should have known that the person
being used Lo put people in juil has
been found by couris across the
country to be a [liarl”

Minneapolis defense lawyer
Jenathan Peck s preparing an ap-

j drug seller
plans to
attac i credibility, say-

ing the issue never came up during
prosecution. He also contends that
his clsent was seq up, essentially, by
Chambers.

"Hundpeds [of cases] might be
loaked at,” said Peck., “and [ think

they certainly should be.”

Some defense Lawyers contacted
by The Times sald that, had they
known of Chambers” background
and propensity to lie, they would
have been much bess likely to cut a
deal for 4 plen bargain. And in the
relatively fow cases thal went to
trial, they contend, they wauld
have attacked Chambers’ credibil-
ity to the point where |uries
wouldn't have believed anything
he said,

It will take years for the impact
of Chambers' activities to becoms
known, as fudigpes one by one iesess
whither he [rreparably Liknled in-
dividual cases. The federal stand-
ards for reversing o case based on a
tainted witness are high, and some
legal experts said many defense
Jawyers will have 2 tough time say-
ing Chambers alone swayed Lhe
autcame.

Public Defender’s
Crucial Role

Chambers’ relationship with the
DEA might never have become
public without the dogged detec-
tive work of Steward, the federal
public defender in Santa Ana.

Steward, who had no comment
for this story, was in the initial
stages of delending Bennett when
b beeame suspecious of Chambers.

The DEA refused to provide

Steward with information about
who Chambers was or how mutch
hie had been pald. So Steward filed
a Public Records Act lawsut de-
manding that the DEA open its
fibes on Chambers.

In April 1998, Bteward [lled a
complaint with the DEA's Office of

Professional Hesponsibility, alleg- #&1

ing misconduct so serious that the
DEA should never again use Cham-
Ibers in an investigation.

But that didn't happen.

Last summer, the heod of the
DEA's internal affairs office prom-
isedd Steward he would review the
material the public defender had
senl in and would, if the allegations
were brue, ensure that the DEA
stopped using Chambers, sccording
L ane al Stewnrd's court filings.

That didn't happen either,

In a July 22 ruling, US. District
Jurdge Gladys Kessler condemned
the DEA's continued stonewalling
with regard to its relationship with
Chambsers,

Citing “extensive government
migconduct,” she ordered the
agency to give Stewand the infor-
matson he wanted.

“Furthermore, it is clear from
the far-reaching and serwus conse
quencea of the activities and col-
laboration of Chambers and DEA
that there bs a substanteal public in-
TErest (n exposing any wrongdoing
in which these two parties may
have " Kessler wrote,

In September the DEA liunched

an internal investigation and re-
stricted the use of Chambers. But it
kept using him, Stewurd alleges in
COUTL [Rpers,

Subsequently, the National Law
Journal and the St Louis Post-Dis-
patch published articles giving
some af the detafls of Chambers’
background and his role in cases.
On Jan. 27, Stewurd wrote o Atty.
Gen. Janet Reno, asking that she

persanally involved.

“In the 18 months since [ filed
my original complaint, [DEA offi-
clals have)] talked to me two or
Uhree times, and done utterly noth-
g, Steward wrote, “To my shock,
Chambers continues to work for
the DEA to this day,”

Ini the past few weeks, four drug
trinls in Florida have been post-
poned because defense atlormeys
and even some proseculors Eay
they were never told aboul the gov-
ernment witness, Chambers.

In February, DEA idministrator
Danpie Marshall ordersd Chambers
“deactivated.” saying agents can-
ot use him until an internal inves-
tigratlon |s complete.

Meanwhile, the DEA says it s
revamping its procedures for using
Informants like Chambers

A senes of mistakes, incomplete
files and “communications break-
downs,” Parham said, allowed DEA
field agents to use Chambers=—ind
other informants—without know-
ing that they had criminal back-
Rronds.

That had i ripple effect in which
prosecutors and defense lawyers
“in many cases” also didn’l know,

he sail.

The DEA I8 now instituting &
rule forbadding an informant who
has led on the stand from belng’
usesd again withoul speciil exemp-
tion, Purbuum said, and it has vowed
to create central files thit will in-
chude any Information abaut an op-
erative’s criminal record,

DEA agents have always been
required to put an informant’s
criminal record in their file, “but
thot wan  slways done, - . _Ina
loiofea e agenis who were re-
sponathle ..r advising Lhe prosecu-
tors were not aware of Mr. Cham:
bers' backgrouind,” Parfam said.

That central Nile also will inclwde
a synopsis of what an operitive did
in prior cases, and a pmwnﬂor'!
assessment of whether the opera-
Live was truthful in his testimony.

Parham praised Chambers as a
man “willing to risk his life” in
many dangerous gitustions.

But is Chambers so good thil the
DEA should hedp him ot when he
runs afoul of the law?

*There are occasions where a ik
Lerminition (s made and authoriza-
tion is provided to assist with the ad-
jueication” of certadn caseq, Parhim
said, “bevause we still need him o
ot with our investigation.”

Nevertheless, Parham said sev-
eral cazes in which defense lawyers
have sought appeals because of his
itvalvement already have been re-
Jected,

Chesnofl and others say Lhere
are fur better test cases, bul Par-
ham said, "We'll have to walt and
see whnt happens in court,”

3


Comp
Highlight


	05 Mar 2000, Page 64 - The Los Angeles Times at Newspapers.com
	05 Mar 2000, Page 65 - The Los Angeles Times at Newspapers.com



