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E. C. councilman one of six charged with vote fraud

Lavones Tolbert was still not located on Friday
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AST CHICAGO | Police were scouring the city Friday to arrest Councilman

Lavones Tolbert, D-6th, on charges of vote buying and ballot fraud.

State police said Tolbert, an ally of former mayor Robert Pastrick's administration,

wasn't home Friday morning when they arrived to take him into custody. They were

soliciting tips from the public to help locate him.

Tolbert, 65, is a retired career police officer who served as chief security officer for the

School City of East Chicago until his election in 1999 to the City Council. His district

covers much of the city's Harbor section and its African-American population.
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He was one of six named in 19 felony counts arising from the discredited May 2003

Democratic mayoral primary in which Pastrick's campaign manufactured a razor-thin

victory margin with tainted absentee ballots.

The Indiana Supreme Court later overturned that result, and voters replaced Pastrick

with his chief opponent, George Pabey, in a special fall 2004 election.

The Joint Vote Fraud Task Force of Indiana Attorney General Steve Carter and County

Prosecutor Bernard Carter have spent nearly two years investigating that election.

Tolbert is the highest-ranking official yet to be charged to date.

The task force accuses Arthur Vera, 64, the city's parks department foreman and four

others with voting in East Chicago in 2003 although they lived outside the city. Each

could face prison time if convicted.

Steve Carter refused Friday to say whether Pastrick or higher-ranking figures in his

political machine, are still being targeted in the ongoing investigation.

The task force didn't allege a criminal conspiracy, although Tolbert was a Pastrick

supporter and three other defendants worked for Pastrick's administration in 2003.
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Pabey's investigators convinced a judge in a 2003 mayoral recount suit Pastrick's

administration hired large numbers of employees on condition they turned out the

vote for Pastrick.

Steve Carter himself alleges in a 2004 civil racketeering suit that Pastrick's 2003 re-

election campaign was part of a corrupt enterprise, but neither Pastrick nor his

codefendants face criminal sanctions if they lose that suit, pending in federal court.

Political observers, who believe in a wider conspiracy, say they are impatient with the

investigation's pace and its meager results. "All they've charged are a few unimportant

African-Americans, Hispanics and elderly whites," an anonymous city hall source said.

Friday's charges allege Tolbert paid a Dedrick Harlin of Deal Street either $10 or $20

and promised Harlin a job for casting a 2003 absentee ballot for Lonnie Randolph, a

Democratic mayoral candidate who finished a distant third behind Pastrick and Pabey.

Steve Carter said it can be argued Tolbert helped Pastrick by deflecting Harlin's vote to

the lesser challenger. State law forbids vote buying.

The state alleges Armando Vera, 50, of East Chicago, and his estranged wife, Evila

Vera, 45, of Hammond, voted in this city's 2003 mayoral race although living in

Hammond. State law forbids voting candidates outside a person's home precinct.
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Armando, who was working for the parks department at the time, applied for his wife's

absentee ballot by falsely claiming they lived at his father's residence on Deodar Street.

The state alleges Armando filled out his wife's ballots for her to sign and he illegally

voted in person at a city polling place on election day, because he was improperly

registered to vote in East Chicago.

Pedro Moro, 36, and his girlfriend, Yolanda Ramirez, 44, are charged with applying for

and casting an absentee ballot in the 2003 East Chicago election while living in

Merrillville.

The task force has previously charged nine others with vote fraud. Two, 69-year-old

Dolores A. Croy her husband Robert V. Croy, pleaded guilty and are serving terms of

probation for voting outside their home precinct.
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