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Marijuana conspiracy money may have sponsored Butte racetrack
BY HANNAH

GUILLAUME

Frontiersman
MAT-SU   - Two former Alaska men are accused of drug conspiracy and money laundering, and one of using the profits to build Mat-Su Valley real estate.
   Wallie Scott Vierra, 42, formerly of big Lake, and Thomas Ranes, 32, of Anchorage are charged with conspiring with others to bring more than 2,200 pounds of marijuana from Canada into Alaska between 2001 to 2006, according to reports issued by the U.S. Attorney’s Office recently.

   Vierra faces 82 counts of domestic and international money laundering and drug conspiracy charges. His six-sided  Big Lake residence, believed to be built from the profits of those acts, was seized by the federal government, said Frank Russo, assistant U.S. Attorney for Alaska. Ranes faces drug conspiracy and money laundering charges, as well as murder charges for Thomas Cody’s death.

   Cody, an accused member of the conspiracy, disappeared in 2005. His body was discovered near the Butte at Jim Creek this past July.
   Russo, assistant U.S. Attorney for Alaska, said he can’t comment on who is under investigation in connection with either man’s money laundering charges or Ranes’ murder charges.

   Business owners who may, or may not, have received money through business transactions with Vierra and Ranes said they were initially shocked by the charges. 

   Less than two years ago, Alaska Raceway Park in the Butte near the Knik River Bridge issued a letter supporting the Ranes’ “efforts to obtain legal council” in defense of drug trafficking charges related to the disappearance of Thomas Cody.
   “It was something that was sent out on the Internet. He had been a pleasant individual and a friend of mine,” said Earl Lackey, the racetrack’s president. “It loos like he was a lot more involved than I knew.”

   Business dealings occurred between Lackey and Ranes at a machine shop in Anchorage, Lackey said. Ranes, who also drove race cars at the track and is now serving time at a federal prison in Seattle, sponsored a racing lane for $6,000 at the park for two years.
   Assistant U.S. Attorney Russo said Lackey testified that the sponsorship money was put up in cash at a detention hearing for Ranes.

   Russo would not say if the money Lackey received through regular business transactions is connected to the money laundering or if the sponsorship money will
 ultimately need to be turned over to the federal government.

   “In terms of the money other people received, we certainly can’t comment on that,” he said.

   Lackey said the last time he spoke with Ranes was more than two years ago. The racetrack averages more than 40 sponsors each year.
   As the evidence against Ranes grows, Lackey said he increasingly wonders about who the race car driving sponsor he once knew was.

   “He never used a swear word, he never drank a drop of alcohol. It looks like there were two sides to Tom Ranes, but he deserves a fair trail,” Lackey said. “I knew that he was doing well financially, but my thoughts are the guy worked hard.”

   He added hat he thought Ranes just seemed to be a very busy person.

   Vierra is serving time in Florida, where he also owned properties, according to official reports. He is expected to return to Alaska in the custody of U.S. Marshals later this month. Ranes’ trial for murder is scheduled to begin in October.

   Contact Hannah Guillaume at 352-2284 or hannahguillaume@yahoo.com .
