LARGE REWARDS:  NOT A GOOD THING FOR CRIME STOPPERS

by Richard W. Carter

Director of Legal Services

Crime Stoppers of the United States of America, Inc.
Crime Stoppers, historically, has offered cash rewards to persons who anonymously provide crime-solving information which leads to an arrest and indictment for felony offenses.
   The top reward was $1,000, with lesser rewards being designed by the Crime Stoppers corporation’s board of directors on a case by case basis.   Today, more than thirty (30) years since the inception of Crime Stoppers, many, if not most, Crime Stoppers organizations still hold to the $1,000 maximum.
This article is not an effort to dicker over subtle or small exceptions which result in a reward being offered that is in excess of $1,000.   For example, your author does not get upset over $2,000 being offered in a double-homicide case.  In fact, it is not the occasional $2,500 or $5,000 that makes the blood pressure hit the 200 mark.   Rather it is the Crime Stoppers reward or the acquiescence and facilitation of even larger rewards which are sometimes referred to as “supplemental”, “extra”, “outside”, or by my term:  “excessive”, which creates concern.

There is a perception, if not a belief, that since the value of the United States Dollar is worth so much less today than it was in 1976 when Crime Stoppers was created, that the size of the top end rewards in Crime Stoppers must be increased.   Yes, the dollar is worth less today.  No argument there.   However, reported statistics indicate that programs offering and paying no more than $1,000 for rewards are continuing to attract attention and entice informants to contact Crime Stoppers.   Nor are there any statistics to indicate that offering a larger reward solves more cases or solves them more quickly.  Yes, the larger, ridiculously large rewards do occasionally get a bit more attention, but they can also cause a lot of problems.   The purpose of this article is to raise the level of awareness of Crime Stoppers organizations to the various problems which can be avoided by not offering or aiding others in offering large rewards through Crime Stoppers.
  To streamline what would otherwise be a voluminous article, consider the follow list of problems with large rewards:
· Paying larger rewards may drive-up the street price of informants’ information.
· Smaller Crime Stoppers programs in neighboring communities may fold and cease operations if they cannot compete with the higher rewards.

· Fundraising may become more difficult when potential contributors to Crime Stoppers believe that Crime Stoppers is spending money frivolously.

· Fundraising may become more difficult if potential contributors to Crime Stoppers believe that Crime Stoppers has more money than it knows what to do with (even if Crime Stoppers was only facilitating a reward put up by another).

· Minority members of the community may be offended when rewards are standard when a minority was the victim, but excessive when the victim was an affluent member of the majority.   As a result, minorities may decide not to serve on Crime Stoppers boards, not to donate money, and not to communicate tips.

· Thinking that a reward of $1,000 may increase with the passing of time until it reaches the size of previous large rewards, an informant may delay in communicating the tip.  In the meantime, evidence may be lost or the information die with the would-be informant.

· The larger the reward, the more “suspect” the informant’s credibility becomes when there is a “motive to fabricate”.
· In a borderline case when a judge must decide whether an informant’s identity must be disclosed, the judge may be inclined to order disclosure if the reward is large.

· A greedy informant, impressed with the program’s ability to offer large rewards, might keep calling back to demand an even larger reward.

· A judge might order the disclosure of Crime Stoppers financial records to determine the names of contributors and amounts contributed in order to ascertain whether a change of venue is necessary due to the degree of prejudice against the accused as evidenced by the large number of contributors or the names of influential contributors.

· A large reward, unlike a $1,000 one, may make it more likely that an attorney will accept a contingent fee and represent a claimant who wants to sue for breach of contract for failure to pay the reward.

· A large reward, unlike a $1,000 one, may make it more likely that a claimant would find it financially worth the risk of disclosing his/her identity when filing a lawsuit.

· The larger the reward, the more likely that there will be multiple claimants and litigation.

· If a Crime Stoppers program pays a large reward put up by someone other than a charitable, non-profit, 501 (c) (3) corporation, there must be a reporting of the transaction to the Internal Revenue Service with a 1099 Form containing the informant’s name and Social Security Number or Taxpayer ID, and if the recipient is unknown, then a percentage of the reward must be withheld and sent to the IRS.

· Facilitating large reward payments of funds actually provided or earmarked by others will jeopardize the Crime Stoppers corporation’s 501 (c ) (3) tax-exempt status.

· Facilitating the payment of large rewards of others may cause Crime Stoppers to be named as a party defendant if the person or group offering the supplemental reward fail to pay, or if the claimant believes that Crime Stoppers made the wrong determination or recommendation as to what payment should be made and to whom.

· Facilitating large rewards paid by others may confuse the public about the terms and conditions of the reward offers since Crime Stoppers pays for 
“information” leading to arrest and indictment, while large rewards often require “conviction”.
· The amount of the “loss” is greater when an informant receives a large reward in advance, is required to testify, and then testifies that he or she knows nothing
 or fails to testify.

· The judges may lose patience with large rewards, consider the payment of enormous rewards to be “outrageous governmental conduct” and dismiss criminal cases.

· Local programs/boards lose control if their policies are dictated by the influence of large contributions earmarked for a particular reward, i.e. the Crime Stoppers program is available for rent or sale.
· Crime victims and their families, under great emotional distress, are further victimized, with the help of Crime Stoppers, if they are allowed to waste large sums of their money by offering and paying to supplement the $1,000 Crime Stoppers reward that is sufficient to solve the case.

· A reward may be so high that it tells a would-be informant NOT to give information because there is a great danger in coming forward and that the reward being paid is commensurate to the risk of retaliation.   It is best not to emphasize the risk.

In spite of the above-cited reasons for not offering or facilitating large rewards, it is clear that the ill-advised practice will continue until many Crime Stoppers programs and law enforcement agencies learn the lesson the hard way—by losing a civil lawsuit, having an unsuccessful prosecution or a conviction reversed upon appeal, or some other logical consequence of poor judgment.   However, those who have suffered through such consequences and learned the lesson are always the loudest echoes of the author’s constant message:  “Large Rewards:  Not A Good Thing For Crime Stoppers”.

� Some Crime Stoppers programs pay upon arrest or charges being filed, without the requirement of an indictment.   Rewards may also be paid by some programs for certain misdemeanor crimes, if the organization’s board deems it appropriate and if allowed by the corporation’s governing documents.   In cases involving children (juveniles) the functional equivalent of an indictment is the threshold.  Occasionally, a reward is paid for recovered stolen property or seizure of contraband, if authorized and appropriate.


� In Alaska, a $50,000 reward was a major factor in the judge’s decision to order disclosure.


� In one Pennsylvania case, the caller was successful in having the reward increased to $100,000 before the caller mysteriously disappeared without providing the final clue.


� In Louisiana, the trial judge ordered such due to a $30,000 reward.  Fortunately, the order was reversed after an interlocutory appeal.


� It harms Crime Stoppers reputations when informants are enticed or forced to disclose their identity.





� In a Texas case, a $25,000 reward was large enough to cause six (6) claimants to reveal their identities and threaten to sue if each did not receive the entire sum that was offered.


� A Crime Stoppers corporation and its officers and directors risk criminal prosecution in the federal courts if they aid and abet another by handling the reward money for another who is not exempt from tax reporting.  


� The Treasury Regulation only exempts governmental entities and 501 (c) (3) organizations from the requirement of issuing and filing 1099 reports for payments in excess of $599.99 (including cumulative payments in a tax year).


� This is an unreasonable burden and risk to be placed upon and accepted by the Crime Stoppers board comprised of citizen volunteers.


� A witness in Virginia received a $10,000 reward, then took the witness stand and testified that he really did not know anything.


� This legal theory was mentioned in U.S. v. Gonzales, decided by the United States Court of Appeals, 3rd Circuit, on March 8, 1991.  The informant was to be given a “contingent fee” reward up to 25% of the value of any forfeiture of drug-related assets, i.e. ¼ of $246,220 cash.


� A brother and sister in Texas wanted to add $200,000 to a Crime Stoppers reward to help solve the murder of their parents.  The $200,000 represented the entire estate of the deceased parents.   A Crime Stoppers attorney, who shall remain anonymous, talked the pair out of throwing away their money, and the Crime was solved by Crime Stoppers for $1,000.


� This is particularly true where the crimes are suspected to involve organized crime, powerful drug cartels, or persons who have been overzealous in labor-management conflicts.





