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WoRKInG In  
a WaR Zone
When they first arrived in Iraq in the spring of 
2004, SIGIR’s investigators stepped into a war 
zone that presented an extraordinarily dangerous 
environment and a weak operational infrastructure. 
Often without power or cell service, what should 
have been half-hour administrative tasks became 
multiday ordeals. These challenges limited progress, 
but SIGIR was still able to break some major cases 
early on, including the Bloom-Stein conspiracy, 
which produced eight convictions.

In 2008, SIGIR investigative personnel moved 
out of their first office—in Saddam’s Republican 
Palace—and set up shop in the bombed-out shell 
of an old Republican Guard building at Forward 
Operating Base Union III. The center of the “new” 
facility was completely caved in, working bath-
rooms were not part of the accommodations, nor 
was reliable computer access. Improvised explosive 
devices regularly detonated nearby, blowing open 
the office’s back door or crumbling office support 
structures. Secure office space in good working 
order was always hard to come by in Iraq. 

Traveling to interview witnesses or pursue leads 
meant negotiating with the military for travel in the 
interstices between sandstorms and security threats. 
Pursuing a hot lead demanded patience, persever-
ance, and creativity.

Tracking crimes involving Iraq reconstruction 
funds required finding the active-duty and reservist 
military personnel, U.S. civilian employees, or con-
tractors who were involved. Occasionally, crimes 
involved military personnel of foreign nations, and 
a good interpreter proved invaluable. Military and 
civilian alike, the parties involved in Iraq cases were 
constantly rotating in and out of the country. Many 
would move from the Iraq theater to Afghanistan 
(or in the case of third-country nationals, return to 
their homeland), further complicating SIGIR’s abil-
ity to investigate and resolve cases. 

SIGIR investigators in Virginia worked the 
domestic angles, coordinating with other U.S. law-
enforcement agencies and prosecutors. SIGIR sta-
tioned investigators in Florida, Texas, Michigan, and 
several other states, which provided better and more 
cost-effective coverage, speeding work on the rapidly 
expanding SIGIR caseload. But SIGIR cases always 
required extensive team coordination between 
investigators in Baghdad and personnel dispersed in 
different time zones across the United States.

collaboRatIon  
foR the lonG haUl

Ensure that law-enforcement agencies have appropri-
ate investigative plans and procedures in place before 
an SRO begins, with trained personnel who are well 
prepared to carry them out.

This primary lesson from SIGIR’s investigative 
work was evident to all the law-enforcement offi-
cials scrambling to develop cases in Iraq’s prohibi-
tive operating conditions. Once it became clear that 
the U.S. presence in Iraq would extend well beyond 
a year, U.S. law-enforcement agencies began com-
paring notes and forging informal relationships 
to share the information and resources necessary 

SIGIR’s office building in 2008.
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to combat criminal misconduct in U.S.-funded 
programs where controls were weak.

Facing the dual challenges of being both new 
and temporary, SIGIR worked to hire investigators 
with successful track records from agencies like 
the Defense Criminal Investigative Service (DCIS), 
Drug Enforcement Administration, U.S. Postal 
Inspection Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Office of Inspector General, and U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement. SIGIR sought people 
trained in procurement fraud and well versed in 
“following the money.” Their experience paid off. 
They cultivated relationships and helped steer the 
U.S. law-enforcement effort toward the formal, last-
ing partnership established through the Interna-
tional Contract Corruption Task Force (ICCTF). 

SIGIR signed the original memorandum 
of understanding that formed the ICCTF in 
August 2008, along with five other agencies: the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), DCIS, 
the U.S. Agency for International Development 
Office of Inspector General, U.S. Army Criminal 
Investigation Command-Major Procurement 
Fraud Unit (CID-MPFU), and Department of State 
Office of Inspector General. 

The ICCTF created a Joint Operations Center 
(JOC) to facilitate the management of investiga-
tions in Iraq, setting the precedent for its use not 
just in Afghanistan, but also in any future contin-
gency operating area around the world. Through a 
centrally accessible database operated by the JOC, 
agents share, upload, and search information from 
prior and current cases. Senior special agents from 
each agency headquarters serve as representa-
tives, and along with analysts from each agency, 
collaborate regularly at the JOC to deconflict cases 
and discuss trends in criminal activity, among 
other things. 

A Board of Governors with representatives from 
each of the agencies meets quarterly to discuss the 
overall direction of the ICCTF and JOC and to 
resolve managerial issues. By November 2008, the 
Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS), Air 
Force Office of Special Investigations, and Special 

Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction 
had signed on as well.

SIGIR evolved into a decentralized team, 
stationing agents in key locations with investiga-
tive partners. We forged formal task-force engage-
ments with the Department of Justice through the 
SIGPRO initiative and with DCIS and CID-MPFU 
through the FERRET initiative. Additionally, we 
implemented the International Criminal Enforce-
ment and Prosecution Team (INTERCEPT) to 
facilitate the prosecution of non-U.S. citizens in 
other countries. These successful partnerships bore 
out another of SIGIR’s investigative lessons learned:

Avoid bureaucratic turf battles among law-
enforcement agencies by building a task-force 
approach that brings all agencies together around  
the law-enforcement mission.

ceRP exPloItatIon
SIGIR’s audits, investigations, and lessons-learned 
reports revealed the many vulnerabilities of cash-
based programs conducted in war zones, such as 
the Commander’s Emergency Response Program 
(CERP). Created to provide rebuilding funds to 
field commanders, the CERP was sometimes ex-
ploited by those who sought to enrich themselves. 
Among several SIGIR cases involving military 
officers responsible for awarding and overseeing 
contracts in Iraq, the cases of Major Mark Fuller 
and Captain Michael Nguyen provide key lessons. 

flying under the Radar:  
the Mark fuller case

Major Mark Fuller, a U.S. Marine Corps fighter 
pilot, deployed to Iraq from February 15, 2005, 
through September 27, 2005, serving as a CERP 
project purchasing officer in the 5th Civil Affairs 
Group at Camp Fallujah. He had the authority 
to identify and select reconstruction projects, 
award reconstruction projects to Iraqi contractors, 
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Nguyen stole and converted to his own use 
approximately $690,000 in U.S. currency. Before 
returning to the United States in 2008, he mailed 
the stolen CERP funds back to his address and 
to that of his family in Oregon. Shortly after 
he returned home, Nguyen opened new bank 
accounts at Bank of America, Washington Mutual 
Bank, America’s Credit Union, and Heritage 
Bank, depositing $387,550 of the stolen CERP 
funds—typically in deposits consisting of $100 bills. 
Between June 9, 2008, and September 26, 2008, 
Nguyen made repeated deposits of the stolen 
CERP funds in a manner intended to evade federal 
reporting requirements for the deposit of large 
amounts of currency. 

Then Nguyen went on a spending spree. He 
purchased a 2008 BMW and a 2009 Hummer H3T, 
as well as computers, firearms, electronics, and 
furniture. Additionally, investigators discovered 
$300,000 in stolen CERP cash hidden in the attic of 
a family member’s home in Portland. 

Nguyen pled guilty to theft and structuring of 
financial transactions in December 2009 and re-
ceived a sentence of 30 months in prison and 3 years 
supervised release. He was ordered to pay $200,000 
restitution and forfeit his interest in all personal 
property bought with the stolen money as well as 
the remaining funds seized by the government at 
the time of his arrest. He has been debarred from 
government contracting until March 15, 2015.

SIGIR worked with the Internal Revenue Service 
Criminal Investigation Division, DCIS, FBI, and 
CID-MPFU to bring Nguyen to justice.

base consPIRacIes
The lure of easy money also spawned conspiracies 
among government contracting officials and 
contractors deployed to U.S. military bases in 
the Middle East. Camp Victory in Iraq and 
Camp Arifjan in Kuwait were the scenes of two 
major conspiracies.

and negotiate contract terms, and he was 
responsible for verifying the completion of those 
projects. Much of the work was awarded to Iraqi 
contractors, who received payment of CERP funds 
in the form of brand-new $100 U.S. currency notes. 
Project purchasing officers had access to large 
sums of cash, and program controls over currency 
were weak. 

Soon after returning from his deployment in 
October 2005, Fuller began making routine cash 
deposits with fresh $100 U.S. currency notes at 
three different banks—each deposit totaling less 
than $10,000 to evade the reporting requirements 
under federal law. Between October 2005 and 
April 2006, Fuller made 91 cash deposits, total-
ing more than $440,000, into accounts with Bank 
of America, Chase Bank, and the Navy Federal 
Credit  Union. 

As a result of an investigation by SIGIR, DCIS, 
CID-MPFU, and NCIS, Fuller was charged on 
May 11, 2010, in a 22-count indictment returned 
by a federal grand jury in Phoenix, Arizona. 
In August 2010, he pled guilty to two counts of 
structuring financial transactions, a felony. He 
subsequently was sentenced to serve one year 
and one day in prison; was ordered to pay a fine 
of $198,510, forfeit $128,915, and pay a special 
assessment of $200; and was debarred from 
contracting with the government. 

special delivery:  
the Michael nguyen case

A year after Fuller’s tour of duty, U.S. Army 
Captain Michael Nguyen began serving as a 
CERP purchasing officer in the 1st Battalion, 23rd 
Infantry Regiment, in Muqdadiyah, Iraq, about 
80 miles northeast of Baghdad. Among other 
projects, he was controlling cash meant for the Sons 
of Iraq program to pay the salaries of Sunni fighters 
who agreed to support U.S. troops—a key part of 
the strategy to defeat the insurgency.

From April 2007 through February 2009, 
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to steal property under the control of a govern-
ment contractor. At sentencing on July 9, 2012, he 
received 2 years imprisonment, followed by 3 years 
of supervised release, and he was ordered to pay 
$160,000 in restitution. 

the cockerham Infection:  
the Pressley and hall cases

The disease of corruption at Camp Arifjan that 
started with U.S. Army Major John Cockerham 
amounts to the most significant criminal con-
spiracy uncovered during the Iraq reconstruction 
program. To date, the work of SIGIR and its part-
ner investigative agencies has led to the conviction 
of 22 individuals. Other than Cockerham, who is 
serving more than 17 years in prison for awarding 
government contracts to companies that paid him 
bribes, co-conspirators U.S. Army Major Eddie 
Pressley, Eurica Pressley, and military contractor 
Terry Hall are among those who received the stiff-
est sentences for their misdeeds.

The infection’s ground zero, Camp Arifjan in 
Kuwait, was the Army’s principal supply hub for 
Iraq reconstruction. While serving as an Army 
contracting official there from 2004 to 2006, Major 
Pressley arranged for the award of a blanket pur-
chase agreement (BPA) to Freedom Consulting and 
Catering Co. (FCC), a company operated by Hall. 
Hall’s company was to deliver bottled water on an 

drawdown fire sale:  
the david Welch case

In the months leading to the withdrawal of U.S. 
military personnel from Iraq, private contracting 
firms were called upon to support the processing 
and shipment of some of the 3 million-plus pieces 
of excess U.S. military equipment either donated to 
the Iraqi Security Forces, sent back to the United 
States, or sent to other theaters of operation. SIGIR 
cases related to the misappropriation of millions 
of dollars of this equipment are making their way 
through the U.S. court system. The case of the sto-
len generators at Camp Victory is one of them.

David John Welch worked as a manager for 
Fluor Corporation on Victory Base Complex in 
Baghdad in 2011. Responsible for the movement of 
U.S. government equipment under his company’s 
contract, Welch was supposed to ensure that 
electrical generators from the base reached the 
Defense Reutilization and Marketing Office. In 
October 2011, Welch and Fluor coworker Kamel 
al-Balawi entered into a scheme to steal and sell 
approximately 38 generators on the black market 
in Iraq.

After the theft, al-Balawi gave Welch at least four 
stacks of $100 bills, totaling approximately $38,600. 
The total estimated value of the generators at the 
time of the theft exceeded $550,000. Welch and  
al-Balawi sold them for $84,000.

On April 2, 2012, Welch pled guilty to conspiracy 

A Harley-Davidson motorcycle—one of many items forfeited by 
Terry Hall as a part of his sentence. 

A Lincoln Navigator bought by Eddie Pressley with the proceeds 
of his criminal activity.
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the Cayman Islands. The Pressleys, Hall, and others 
also attempted to conceal their corrupt scheme by 
having Eurica Pressley execute bogus “consulting 
agreements” designed to mask the bribes as pay-
ment for legitimate, though non-existent, services.

The Pressleys used their ill-gotten gains to pur-
chase expensive automobiles, home decorating ser-
vices, and a 24-acre commercial property in Muscle 
Shoals, Alabama. The property was purchased 
at a time when the river level supported the full 
function of its marina. However, due to subsequent 
draught conditions, the river flow was reduced, 
drastically affecting the marina’s profitability. The 
property eventually ended up in foreclosure, and 
the original seller regained ownership at a substan-
tial loss to the Pressleys. 

On March 1, 2011, a federal jury convicted 
the Pressleys on 22 counts of bribery and money 
laundering. Eddie Pressley was subsequently 
sentenced to 12 years in prison, and Eurica Pressley 
was sentenced to 6 years in prison. Of all the people 
convicted for crimes related to the conspiracy, Eddie 
Pressley received a longer prison sentence than any-
body other than Cockerham. Both Pressleys were 
required to forfeit real estate and several autos, as 
well as $21 million—the largest monetary forfeiture 
among all cases investigated by SIGIR.

Hall’s entanglements involved more than just 
the Pressleys and Cockerham. Hall had a second 
company, Total Government Allegiance, doing busi-
ness for DoD in Iraq, and he provided kickbacks to 
other U.S. Army contracting officials. According to 
Hall’s own testimony, he made more than $3 million 
in unlawful payments and provided other valuable 
items and services to contracting officials stationed 
at Camp Arifjan. Altogether, his companies received 
about $21 million from the U.S. government for the 
work they claimed to do in Iraq.

On March 20, 2012, Hall was sentenced to almost 
three years in prison and ordered to serve one year of 
supervised release following his imprisonment. He 
also forfeited almost $15.8 million as well as real estate 
and a Harley Davidson motorcycle. His monetary 
forfeiture was second only to that of the Pressleys. ◆

as-needed basis at a pre-negotiated price.
But illegal strings were attached to the contract. 

Following the example set by Cockerham, Pressley 
demanded a $50,000 bribe before he would allow 
an order, or “call,” for bottled water to be placed 
under the BPA. In April 2005, Hall and his associ-
ates obliged. They arranged for Pressley to receive 
the money in a bank account established in the 
name of a shell company, EGP Business Solutions, 
which was controlled by Eurica Pressley, Major 
Pressley’s wife.

Soon after the $50,000 bribe was paid, Majors 
Pressley and Cockerham increased the bribe demand 
to $1.6 million, with half to go to each of them. After 
Hall and others agreed to pay the money, Pressley 
and Cockerham issued calls for bottled water, modi-
fied the BPA to remove the upper limit of the money 
that Hall could receive from DoD under the BPA, 
and arranged for Hall to receive another contract 
to construct a security fence at Camp Arifjan. For 
goods and services provided under the bottled-
water and fence contracts, DoD paid FCC approxi-
mately $10 million.

 In all, the Pressleys received about $2.9 million 
in bribe payments—approximately $1.6 million of 
which consisted of payments from other contrac-
tors that Hall facilitated for Eddie Pressley. In addi-
tion to setting up the shell company to launder the 
bribes, Eurica Pressley opened bank accounts in 
her name in Dubai, the United Arab Emirates, and 

The 24-acre commercial property purchased by the Pressleys 
and Hall with their ill-gotten gains and then lost in foreclosure.
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