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Executive Summary
The Metropolitan Crime Commission submitted multiple complaints to the Office of Inspector
General alleging misconduct by employees of the Office of State Fire Marshal (SFM). The SFM
is an agency within the Department of Public Safety and Corrections. Many of the allegations
were minor in nature or found to be without sufficient evidence to be substantiated.
Investigative findings of other allegations are described below:
•

On May 14, 2011, a carnival ride accident in Greensburg, Louisiana resulted in severe
injuries to two teenagers. While investigating the accident, an SFM investigator found
that a safety inspection conducted by an SFM inspector approximately seven hours prior
to the accident failed to detect mechanical problems with the ride. The investigator
stated that he informed State Fire Marshal Butch Browning of possible problems with the
inspection and possible liability of the SFM prior to Mr. Browning’s public statements
about the incident. Despite receiving that information, Mr. Browning publicly attributed
the cause of the accident solely to “operator error.” The SFM Mechanical Safety Section
concluded its investigation and confirmed mechanical problems with the ride, including a
missing parking brake and improper controls, which existed when an inspection was
performed earlier on the day of the accident. The SFM investigator and mechanical
safety inspector stated that the accident would not have occurred had the ride been
equipped in accordance with the manufacturer’s specifications.

•

Joel Domangue, the SFM’s former Chief of Emergency Services, instructed SFM
employees deployed to Alabama to assist in search and rescue operations after a
tornado there in May 2011 to claim hours on their timesheets for work not performed.
Mr. Domangue also directed the employees to claim eighteen hours of compensation for
a “rest day” after their return to Louisiana. Our investigation found that when Mr.
Browning was made aware of the problem, he reported it to the Department of Public
Safety’s Office of Management and Finance, which resulted in the recovery of
overpayments totaling $11,038 from 13 employees.

•

During June 2010, the SFM’s Arson Division traded in its old handguns for credits
toward the purchase of newer models. In order to personally purchase old weapons at
discounted prices, three non-law enforcement SFM employees signed and submitted
forms to Barney’s Police Supplies, falsely stating that they were law enforcement officers
and would use the weapons in the performance of their official SFM duties. Mr.
Browning also signed the forms attesting that the three employees were law
enforcement officers. The forms certified that records checks were conducted and that
“no convictions for misdemeanor crimes of domestic violence” were revealed. We found
no evidence that the SFM conducted such required checks prior to the purchase. The
forms allowed Barney’s to forgo the federal requirement to conduct background checks
on individuals purchasing firearms. Neither Mr. Browning nor the three employees
remember signing the documents. Background checks conducted in April 2012 as part
of the OIG investigation revealed no criminal records or restraining orders that would
have prohibited the three employees from purchasing the guns had they undergone
federally required background checks.
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The Louisiana State Police recovered the guns from all three individuals and required
them to undergo the required federal background check as part of its own Internal Affairs
investigation, which remains ongoing.
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•

While serving as State Fire Marshal, Mr. Browning wore military ribbons on his uniform
that he received for certain achievements while he was the Fire Chief in Gonzales,
Louisiana. The ribbons, which were purchased at a military surplus store for use in a
program created by Mr. Browning in 2005, are identical to those used to recognize
United States military service personnel for certain specific accomplishments. Although
Mr. Browning intended the ribbons to represent fire, rather than military achievements,
18 U.S.C. §704, also known as the Stolen Valor Act, prohibits the wearing of medals
when not authorized under regulations made pursuant to law. Mr. Browning discontinued
wearing the ribbons after Department of Public Safety administrators advised him to do
so in 2010. On June 28, 2012, the United States Supreme Court declared a portion of
the Stolen Valor Act unconstitutional on grounds that it infringes upon speech protected
by the First Amendment. Although the Supreme Court ruling did not address the
subsection of the law that prohibits the unauthorized wearing of ribbons, it is important to
note that, in the wake of the Supreme Court decision, the United States Attorney for the
Middle District of Louisiana recently chose to dismiss a criminal indictment charging the
unauthorized wearing of military medals “due to unresolved issues related to the
constitutionality of section 704 (a).” Separately, on August 28, 2012, the U.S. Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals found that the “wearing” portion of the Stolen Valor Act was still
valid after the Supreme Court’s June 28 decision.

•

In February 2012, a letter purportedly written by Mr. Browning confessing to serious acts
of fraud and mismanagement was sent to several legislators and investigative agencies.
Investigation by both the OIG and the State Police determined the letter to be a forgery.
Because the source of the forged letter remains under criminal investigation, preliminary
findings will not be discussed in this public report. The OIG will continue its partnership
with the Louisiana State Police in this criminal investigation.
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Background
The Louisiana Office of State Fire Marshal is an agency within the Louisiana Department of
Public Safety and Corrections (DPS). The Office employs inspectors and investigators to,
among other things, enforce fire codes, inspect buildings for compliance with established codes,
inspect and certify the safety of carnival rides, and investigate fires of unknown origin and
amusement park accidents.
Nominees for the position of State Fire Marshal are customarily presented to the governor by
DPS. The Louisiana Senate votes whether to confirm the nominee that the governor selects.

Scope and Methodology
We conducted our investigation in accordance with Principles and Standards for Offices of
Inspector General as promulgated by the Association of Inspectors General.
The scope of our investigation was limited to allegations forwarded to the Office of Inspector
General concerning certain activities at the Office of State Fire Marshal. The investigation
consisted of reviewing SFM and other documents, as well as interviewing current and former
SFM employees, SFM vendors, and others.
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Greensburg Carnival Ride Accident
LAC 55:V.2501, et seq., and La. R.S. 40:1484.1, et seq., direct the State Fire Marshal to
promulgate and enforce rules and regulations on amusement rides. Among those regulations is
a requirement that all amusement rides operating in the state be inspected “at least once during
the duration of each event” where a ride is being operated. If an SFM inspector finds that an
amusement ride presents an imminent danger, he may close the ride until it is made safe. State
law also allows the SFM to “adopt and issue rules…establishing standards for the installation,
repair, maintenance, use, operation, and inspection of amusement attractions and rides for the
protection of the public.” 1
As listed in the SFM’s Amusement Safety Manual, the Louisiana legislature declared the
following in La. R.S. 40:1485.1:
1. Carnival or amusement rides are used by a large number of citizens of this
state and also attract to this state a large number of nonresidents, significantly
contributing to the tourism industry and tax base of this state.
2. The safety of the public using carnival or amusement rides is an important
matter of public policy.
3. There are inherent risks associated with all machinery, equipment, or animals
that are impractical or impossible for an amusement owner to eliminate with all
reasonable safety precautions, and an informed rider is in the best position to
avoid these risks.
4. The safety of carnival or amusement rides will be greatly improved at minimal
cost if riders are subject to minimum safety standards for their own protection
and the protection of others.

The Investigation
On May 14, 2011, two teenagers were seriously injured while riding a “Zipper” amusement ride
in Greensburg, Louisiana. On the night of the accident, State Fire Marshal Butch Browning met
two SFM investigators, Donald Carter and Lance LaMarca, and SFM mechanical safety
inspector Joseph LeSage, in Greensburg to determine the cause of the accident. Mr. Carter
and Mr. LeSage learned the accident occurred at the end of a ride as the teenagers were
exiting. They also learned that SFM Inspector Byron Wade conducted a set-up inspection of the
Zipper hours before the accident.
Examination of the ride revealed that the power buttons on the control panel had been changed
to toggle switches and the parking brake had been removed. The original control panel had
push button safety mechanisms that stop the ride upon release and were protected with a
shroud to prevent accidental activation. The retrofitted toggle switches present at the time of
the accident were not spring-loaded and, therefore, stayed in position after release. Further, the
toggle switches were not protected by a safety shroud. Carnival workers told Mr. Carter and Mr.
1

La. R.S. 40:1484.3
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LeSage that they replaced the buttons with toggle switches and removed the parking brake after
the original equipment malfunctioned.

Photo of the Zipper’s Altered Control Panel On May 14, 2011
On the night of the accident, Mr. Carter and Mr. LeSage informed Mr. Browning that human
error and mechanical problems may have contributed to the accident. Mr. Carter told Mr.
Browning that the ride was missing safety controls and a parking brake, and that the SFM may
face liability if these defects were not identified during the set-up inspection. In a recorded
interview, Mr. LeSage confirmed to us that Mr. Carter told Mr. Browning “several times” at the
accident scene that the inspector may have erred by allowing the ride to operate with improper
equipment, and that such an error may expose the SFM to liability.

The Inspection
Byron Wade stated to us that the Zipper was already in operation when he arrived to perform
his inspection approximately seven hours prior to the accident. He ordered the ride closed due
to missing cables, and allowed it to resume operation once the cables were properly installed.
According to Mr. Wade, he noticed the toggle switches on the control panel but did not think that
they were retrofitted. Although Mr. Wade stated to us that it did not apply to the Zipper, his
inspection report indicates that he checked the rides’ “Anti-Roll, Devices, Safety Stops.” He also
stated that he did not check the Zipper’s emergency brake lever, which Mr. LeSage stated
should have been checked during the set-up inspection. Mr. Wade stated that the control panel
and parking brake were in original condition when he conducted a more detailed annual
inspection seven months earlier, on September 29, 2010.
Mr. Wade’s May 14, 2011 inspection report, which documented inspections of four different
rides on a single form, indicated that Mr. Wade verified the presence of the rides’ “Operating
Manual.” LAC 55:V.2517 requires that an amusement ride’s manual “be kept with the
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amusement ride attraction and shall be available for use by the assistant secretary (the Fire
Marshal).” During the accident investigation, Mr. LeSage learned that the Zipper’s manual was
not on site as required by law, even though Mr. Wade’s inspection report indicated that the
manual was present.
“Guidelines for Basic Ride Inspection,” a publication from the National Association of
Amusement Ride Safety Officers (NAARSO) that we received from the SFM, provides direction
on the minimum standards for inspecting amusement rides. According to Bill Owens, manager
of the SFM’s Mechanical Safety division, the NAARSO guidelines were available to SFM
inspectors at the time of the Greensburg accident. The guidelines state, “All controls should be
checked for normal and proper operation. Any control deficiencies or malfunctions indicated,
must be repaired before the ride is allowed to operate with passengers.”
The NAARSO guidelines also include requirements for the amusement rides’ brakes:
“All brakes must be checked to determine that they are in apparently satisfactory
mechanical or electrical condition, prior to operation. The brakes should be
tested by the operator before loading passengers to be sure that they function
properly. Any indication of improper brake condition or action is cause not to
allow the ride to operate, until the necessary corrections have been made.”
The SFM’s Procedural Order 317 was enacted on April 15, 2002 and also in effect on May 14,
2011. The portion of the Order that instructs inspectors on “Completing The Inspection Report”
states, “Only items actually inspected should be checked; for example: sweeps, bracing,
retaining devices, etc.” Mr. Wade indicated on the Zipper’s inspection report form that he
examined all the possible categories except “Gasoline Engine-fuel, Storage, Container” and
“Other.” According to his own statement, Mr. Wade did not check the Zipper’s control panel,
operator presence switch, emergency stop button, or brake lever.
Order 317 also establishes “guidelines that enable Amusement Ride and Attraction Inspectors
to safely perform thorough and complete inspections.” The Order specifies, “An OSFM
Amusement Ride Safety Inspection Report shall be completed for each inspection performed.”
Mr. Wade, however, recorded the May 14 inspections of four different rides on a single
inspection report.
In additional contrast to Procedural Order 317, Mr. LeSage explained to us that if a box on the
Inspection Report is marked, it does not necessarily mean that an inspector examined the item
represented. He stated that some inspectors check all the boxes on their reports as a matter of
practice, regardless of whether the category is ever inspected. Mr. LeSage also stated that the
inspectors do not rely upon the numbered categories to determine how to conduct their set-up
inspections.
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Byron Wade’s Inspection Report of May 14, 2011

The Reporting
On May 15, 2011, Mr. Browning informed the media that the SFM’s “preliminary examination did
not reveal any mechanical defects of the Zipper ride.” He updated that statement on May 19,
2011 by stating, “The Office has completed its preliminary investigation and has determined the
cause of the accident to be operator error.” The information that Mr. Browning released to the
media mentioned no missing parts or the set-up inspection on the day of the accident.
An email from Mr. LeSage to Mr. Browning on May 17, 2011 reported the completion of the
“primary stage of this investigation” and included the finding that “the ride operator somehow
accidently activated the boom switch at the ride control panel deeming the accident ‘Operator
Error’.”
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While conducting reenactments with the ride operator, the operator stated to Mr. LeSage that he
switched the toggle to the “off” position to stop the ride, causing Mr. LeSage to conclude that the
switch was in the “on” position at the time of the accident. Mr. LeSage determined that the
replacement toggle switches allowed the operator to activate the ride and leave it in motion
while unattended. Neither Mr. LeSage nor Mr. Carter, who wrote an initial incident report of the
accident, mentioned Mr. Wade’s set-up inspection in their reports.
A final letter from Mr. LeSage to Mr. Browning dated June 2, 2011 disclosed that the SFM’s
Mechanical Safety Section had “concluded the secondary stage of its investigation” and
determined:
1. The operator control switches had been changed from push buttons with guards
to toggle switches. The retrofitted switches did not have accidental activation
guards or a means to automatically return to the “off” position if left unattended.
2. The boom parking brake had been removed. This brake is designed to hold the
boom during loading and unloading patrons.
3. The ride owner failed to notify the SFM of the modifications, as required.
Mr. LeSage’s June 2 letter to Mr. Browning also recommended that the Zipper ride’s owner
meet all current manufacturer specifications, refurbish the control panel to its original condition,
verify that all repairs are performed, have a certified third party inspection conducted, and
replace the boom parking brake. Mr. LeSage did not reference Mr. Wade’s inspection report in
his letter to Mr. Browning because “it never occurred” to Mr. LeSage that it should be included.
The SFM did not release its final report on the Greensburg accident to any media outlet until
receiving a specific request for such in May 2012.
When interviewed on March 28, 2012, Mr. Browning stated that he believed information
released to the media was true and that there were no mechanical problems with the ride. He
initially stated that no one told him on May 14, 2011 that there were problems with the ride or
that the SFM may have liability. Later in the interview, however, he stated that Mr. LeSage had
advised him on the scene that the toggle switches may have been altered and that Mr. LeSage
needed to consult the manual to determine whether the switches were acceptable. In contrast
to Mr. Carter’s and Mr. LeSage’s statements, Mr. Browning told us that he was unaware on the
day of the accident that Mr. Wade may have overlooked defects during his set-up inspection.
When asked on March 28, 2012 why he thought nothing was mechanically wrong with the
equipment, Mr. Browning stated that he did not believe any mechanical defects or broken parts
were found on the ride because he considers mechanical issues to be structural parts, welds,
bolts, and pins. In his opinion, switches, pedals, and buttons are electrical, not mechanical.
During his recorded interview, Mr. LeSage was asked, “After reviewing the manual and seeing
what happened, is it (Mr. Browning’s May 15th media release) still a true statement?” Mr.
LeSage responded, “No. No…I would have to say, ‘No’,” because, as he explained, his
investigation eventually found the Zipper ride to have mechanical problems.
Mr. Carter and Mr. LeSage both stated to us that the accident would not have happened with a
properly installed parking brake and control switches in compliance with the manufacturer’s
specifications.

8

Louisiana Office of State Inspector General

Office of State Fire Marshal

Alabama Payroll Issues
During May 2011, a team of 139 emergency responders from throughout Louisiana traveled to
Tuscaloosa, Alabama to assist in search and rescue operations following a tornado there. Joel
Domangue, who was then the SFM’s Chief of Emergency Services, led the operation. Mr.
Domangue resigned his position in May 2012.
SFM employees assigned to the Alabama mission stated that Mr. Domangue instructed them to
record 18 hours on their timesheets each day of their trip regardless of the times actually
worked. He also instructed them to charge 18 hours of recovery time on the day after returning
to Louisiana because the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) would pay such
expenses.
Mr. Domangue stated to us that he merely informed his employees that FEMA would reimburse
up to eighteen hours per day for time actually worked. However, SFM employee William Petty
sent Mr. Domangue an email on May 11, 2011 to memorialize Mr. Domangue’s order that the
employees’ time sheets “should reflect time for 6:00 am to 12:00 am for each day worked and
the day after you returned home.” Additionally, several SFM employees who went to Alabama
stated that their orders about timekeeping came directly or indirectly from Mr. Domangue.
According to Mr. Domangue, Victoria Carpenter of the Louisiana Governor’s Office of Homeland
Security and Emergency Preparedness, and someone from the Alabama Emergency
Management Administration, informed him of the 18 hour “post deployment rest day.” Ms.
Carpenter denied to us that she made such a statement. She stated that what FEMA does
allow is compensation for up to 18 hours per day for work actually performed.
After complying with Mr. Domangue’s order, Mr. Petty later informed his supervisor that time
sheets of the SFM employees deployed to Alabama contained inaccurate entries. That
information was ultimately relayed to Mr. Browning. Our investigation found that when Mr.
Browning was made aware of the problem, he reported it to DPS’s Office of Management and
Finance, which resulted in the recovery of overpayments totaling $11,038 from 13 employees.
Mr. Domangue’s actions may have violated state law which prohibits filing false public records. 2

2

La. R.S. 14:133 Filing or Maintaining False Public Records
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Weapons Buyback
During June 2010, the State Fire Marshal’s Arson Division traded in its old handguns for credits
toward the purchase of newer models. SFM employees were allowed to personally purchase
the old weapons at discounted prices, a common practice when agencies purchase new
weapons. Federal regulation 27 C.F.R. §478.134, 3 in pertinent part, allows officers who
participate in a weapons buyback program to submit a form attesting that the weapons will be
used “in performing official duties and that the firearm is not being acquired for personal use or
for purposes of transfer or resale.” Twelve SFM employees, including Mr. Browning, signed
eighteen such forms that were submitted to Barney’s Police Supplies, the dealer which supplied
the new weapons. Six of the twelve employees purchased two firearms each. Mr. Browning’s
signature appears twice on each form as “Chief or authorized signature.”

An example of the Individual Officer Firearm Purchase Form bearing
the signatures of Joel Domangue and H. Butch Browning
3

27 C.F.R. §478.134 reads in part, “Sale of firearms to law enforcement officers – (a) Law enforcement officers purchasing firearms
for official use who provide the licensee with a certification on agency letterhead, signed by a person in authority within the agency
(other than the officer purchasing the firearm), stating that the officer will use the firearm in official duties and that a records check
reveals that the purchasing officer has no convictions for misdemeanor crimes of domestic violence are not required to complete
Form 4473 or Form 5300.35.”
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Barney’s relied upon the forms to certify that the employees purchasing the old weapons were
“law enforcement” officers, and that their criminal records had been checked to ensure the
absence of any “convictions for misdemeanor crimes of domestic violence.” The forms allow
Barney’s to forgo the federal requirement to conduct background checks on officers purchasing
firearms. Barney’s relied upon Mr. Browning’s signature as evidence that background checks
had been performed.
Mr. Browning signed forms that allowed three non-law enforcement employees to obtain
firearms, although they had never been issued firearms to perform their SFM duties. The
Louisiana Commission on Law Enforcement has no record that the three employees, William
Aronstein, Daniel Wallis, and Joel Domangue, ever completed a Peace Officer Standards and
Training (POST) academy or ever qualified on a POST firearms course. Further, the SFM did
not list Mr. Aronstein, Mr. Wallis, or Mr. Domangue as POST-certified employees either. Mr.
Browning informed us that because Mr. Aronstein, Mr. Wallis, and Mr. Domangue were not
POST certified, they were not authorized to carry firearms in performance of their duties.
According to Mr. Wallis, who is the Deputy Assistant Fire Marshal, he completed a non-POST
reserve officer’s academy and qualified with a weapon in the 1990s.
A State Police records search found that between May 2010 and July 2010, no criminal history
background checks were conducted on Mr. Aronstein, Mr. Wallis, Mr. Domangue, or any other
SFM employee who participated in the buyback program. However, OIG investigators
conducted criminal history inquiries on the SFM employees who purchased weapons and found
that none had arrests that would have disqualified them from purchasing a firearm if the
purchases had been conducted according to federal law.
During our investigation, the Louisiana Supreme Court, the entity that maintains Louisiana’s
statewide database of protective orders, confirmed that no SFM employees who purchased
weapons ever had a restraining order against them.
According to Mr. Aronstein, he purchased two used SFM handguns for $150 each. He followed
through on previously established plans to sell one of the guns to Marc Reech, a retired SFM
employee, although Mr. Aronstein signed the Individual Officer Firearm Purchase Form affirming
that the purchase was not for the purpose of resale. Mr. Aronstein stated that Donald Carter,
the SFM investigator facilitating the weapons purchase, knew that Mr. Aronstein was purchasing
a weapon for Mr. Reech.
Mr. Aronstein and Mr. Wallis stated that they did not recall ever seeing or signing the forms, but
agreed that their signatures on the forms were authentic. Mr. Aronstein stated that he would not
have signed the form if he had read the words on the page. Mr. Wallis also speculated that he
signed the form without reading it. Although Mr. Browning did not recall signing any of the 18
forms, he acknowledged that his signatures on the forms were authentic.
While maintaining that the first signature on his form was authentic, Mr. Domangue claimed that
he was not the signer of the form’s second signature. To determine the veracity of Mr.
Domangue’s assertion, we submitted the document along with Mr. Domangue’s original
handwriting exemplars to Robert Foley, a handwriting analysis expert who is a “Diplomate of the
American Board of Forensic Documents Examiners, Inc.” Mr. Foley found that the person who
signed the exemplars “definitely signed” both signatures on the Barney’s form. Mr. Foley stated,
“This is the strongest opinion that could be rendered based upon the documents submitted for
comparison.”
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In consideration of Mr. Foley’s expert opinion and the established facts regarding Mr.
Domangue’s acquisition of the weapon, it can be reasonably concluded that Mr. Domangue
signed both signatures on the document.
According to Marc Reech, he prepared the forms that the SFM employees used to purchase the
old weapons in compliance with instructions from Barney’s prior to his retirement. He
transferred Barney’s proposed language onto SFM letterhead and presented it to Mr. Browning
for his signature. When Mr. Reech realized that he would retire before the transaction to
purchase the new weapons could be completed, he assigned Mr. Carter the task of completing
the weapons purchase and buyback. Mr. Carter stated that when he received the forms from
Mr. Reech, they already contained Mr. Browning’s signature.
Mr. Reech did not prepare the form for Mr. Domangue to receive an old weapon. According to
Mr. Carter, Mr. Domangue overheard Mr. Carter’s telling Mr. Browning that the date to purchase
weapons was approaching and Mr. Domangue stated that he wished to purchase an old
weapon. When Mr. Carter confirmed that there were enough old weapons for Mr. Domangue,
Mr. Browning directed Mr. Carter to allow Mr. Domangue to purchase an old weapon. Mr.
Carter prepared a form for Mr. Browning’s and Mr. Domangue’s signatures. Mr. Carter stated
that he did not read the words on the form until long after the transactions had occurred.
According to the Barney’s representative who organized the SFM’s buyback program, he
explained to Mr. Reech and Mr. Carter that non-commissioned SFM employees were allowed to
purchase old weapons, but under different guidelines than the commissioned employees, such
as being required to travel to Lafayette to purchase and take delivery of the weapons at the
Barney’s location there and undergo the mandatory federal background check. Barney’s also
restricted the purchase of revolvers to commissioned employees only, even though Mr.
Aronstein, Mr. Domangue, and Mr. Wallis received revolvers. Barney’s personnel checked the
purchasers’ identification cards prior to the sale but did not check commission cards due to the
reliance upon the Individual Officer forms to distinguish between commissioned and noncommissioned employees. Mr. Carter is adamant that he was not present at any meeting where
a Barney’s representative explained the requirements of the buyback program.
The Gun Control Act of 1968 (18 U.S.C. §922.(a)(6)) prohibits any person acquiring or
attempting to acquire a firearm from a licensed dealer to knowingly “make any false or fictitious
oral or written statement . . . intended or likely to deceive such . . . dealer . . . with respect to any
fact material to the lawfulness of the sale.”
In a letter to Louisiana State Police on May 9, 2012, Walt Green, the First Assistant United
States Attorney for the Middle District of Louisiana, declined prosecution of the activity
concerning the gun buybacks “due to insufficient evidence.”
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The Louisiana State Police recovered the guns in question from Mr. Aronstein, Mr. Domangue,
Mr. Wallace, and Mr. Reech as part of its own Internal Affairs investigation, and required them
to undergo the mandatory federal background check to reacquire the guns.
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Military Ribbons
While employed as the State Fire Marshal, Mr. Browning was observed and photographed
wearing ribbons on his dress uniform that appeared to be identical to ribbons awarded to
members of the United States military. According to Mr. Browning, he has never served in the
military.
Darrin Cagnolatti of the Gonzales Fire Department stated that he and then-chief Browning
instituted a program in 2005 to award ribbons to employees for various achievements. Upon
learning that the Fire Department could not afford its own original ribbons, Mr. Browning
approved the purchase of ribbons from a local military surplus store. The ribbons were awarded
to Fire Department employees, including Mr. Browning. After becoming the State Fire Marshal,
Mr. Browning continued wearing the ribbons he received in Gonzales.
The ribbons that Mr. Browning wore were
identified as signifying recognition in the military
for the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Army Occupation Medal
Meritorious Service Medal
Air Force Good Conduct Medal
Defense Meritorious Service
Medal
Kosovo Campaign Medal
Legion of Merit
Korean Service Medal
Army
Reserves
Overseas
Training Ribbon
Marine Security Guard Ribbon
National Defense Service Medal
Navy Expeditionary Medal
An undated example of Mr. Browning’s
use of the military ribbons.

Mr. Cagnolatti stated that the Gonzales Fire Department’s awards program was not intended to
represent any kind of military service or honor, and not intended to disrespect the United States
military. He stated that it was only established to recognize the training and achievements of
Gonzales Fire Department employees.
According to Mr. Browning, he ceased wearing the ribbons in 2010 after State Police received a
complaint that his use of the ribbons violated 18 U.S.C. 704, also known as the Stolen Valor
Act. He stated that, at the time, he was unaware there was a law pertaining to military ribbons.
Mr. Browning explained his use of the ribbons to State Police and DPS legal advisors, who
instructed him to no longer wear them.
On June 28, 2012, the United States Supreme Court declared a portion of the Stolen Valor Act
unconstitutional on grounds that it infringes upon speech protected by the First Amendment,
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United States v. Alvarez, 567 U.S. ____, 2012 WL 2427808 (2012). The specific portions of
the statute before the Court were 18 U.S.C. 704 (b) and (c), which prohibited false verbal or
written statements claiming receipt of military decorations or medals and provided an enhanced
criminal penalty if the Congressional Medal of Honor was involved. The Alvarez decision did
not address the constitutionality of a separate part of the Stolen Valor Act, section 704 (a),
which prohibits the wearing of medals when not authorized under regulations made pursuant to
law. Although the complaint about Mr. Browning alleged only the improper wearing of military
decorations per section 704(a), it is important to note that, in the wake of the Alvarez decision,
the United States Attorney for the Middle District of Louisiana recently moved to dismiss a
criminal indictment charging the unauthorized wearing of military medals “due to unresolved
issues related to the constitutionality of section 704(a).” United States v. Andrew Bryson,
United States District Court, Middle District of Louisiana, Criminal Number 12-24-JJB-SCR. The
Court signed an order dismissing the indictment on August 6, 2012.
Two months after Alvarez, the U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals found that the federal law
prohibiting unauthorized “wearing,” Section 704(a), was still valid after the Supreme Court’s
June 28 decision. U.S. v. Perelman, 2012 WL 3667348 (9th Cir. Aug. 28, 2012). The Ninth
Circuit found that the “wearing” part of the statute was constitutional because it required
something the “saying” part of the statute at issue in Alvarez did not: “an intent to deceive.”
Separately, it should be noted that, while Congress first passed the “saying” part of the statute
in 2006, 4 federal law has prohibited the unauthorized wearing of medals since 1923. U.S. v.
Perelman, 737 F. Supp. 2d 1221, 1234 (D. Nev. Aug. 19, 2010).

4

The statute against falsely stating that one had won a military medal first became law in Public Law 109437, effective December 20, 2006. When proposed, it had been entitled the “Stolen Valor Act of 2005.”
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Recommendations:
1.

During our investigation, we found that amusement ride owners in Louisiana are allowed
to operate their rides prior to an SFM inspection. The SFM should consider scheduling
set-up inspections at each new location prior to offering access to the public. The SFM
should also consider requesting legislative changes to require that set-up inspections be
conducted at each new location prior to offering access to the public.

2.

Currently, the SFM is responsible for two different functions: inspecting amusement
rides and investigating amusement ride accidents. Internal conflicts will inevitably occur
when two such responsibilities are contained within a single entity. DPS Management
should consider requesting legislative changes to separate these duties between the
SFM and another entity in order to avoid even the appearance of a conflict of interest.

3.

SFM inspector Byron Wade submitted a document indicating that he inspected features
of an amusement ride on which two teenagers were seriously injured. Investigation of
the accident revealed that features that Mr. Wade approved were either non-existent or
outside of the manufacturer’s specifications. SFM management should consider
appropriate disciplinary action against Mr. Wade.

4.

We found that SFM inspectors currently complete amusement ride inspection reports
contrary to established SFM policy, in that they use one form for multiple inspections and
check items that are not inspected. SFM management should require that inspection
reports be completed according to policy in order to ensure the credibility and reliability
of the forms. SFM management should consider appropriate disciplinary action against
the inspectors who completed inspection reports in violation of established policy and
against their supervisors who allowed it.

5.

Former SFM employee Joel Domangue directed other employees to claim payment for
work not actually performed. Because Mr. Domangue’s employment at the SFM has
since ended, no further action is required.

6.

Joel Domangue, William Aronstein, and Dan Wallis submitted forms containing false
statements to a firearm dealer, which enabled them to obtain firearms at a discounted
cost. Butch Browning also signed off on the forms, wrongly attesting that the purchasers
were law enforcement officers, that the weapons would be used in the performance of
official duties, and that criminal background checks had been conducted on the
employees who purchased weapons. Donald Carter and Marc Reech endorsed the
transfer of old weapons to non-law enforcement personnel in a manner contrary to the
language on the Individual Officer Firearm Purchase Form that Mr. Reech created and
Mr. Carter administered. DPS management should consider appropriate disciplinary
action against Mr. Aronstein, Mr. Wallis, Mr. Carter, and Mr. Browning. Because Mr.
Domangue’s and Mr. Reech’s employment at the SFM has since ended and because of
the United States Attorney’s declination letter, no further action against them is required.
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Thirteen copies of this public document were published in this first printing at a cost of
$74.23. The total cost of all printings of this document, including reprints is $74.23. This
document was published by the Office of State Inspector General, State of Louisiana, Post
Office Box 94095, 150 Third Street, Third Floor, Baton Rouge, LA 70804-9095 to report its
findings under authority of LSA-R.S. 39:7-8. This material was printed in accordance with
the standards for printing by state agencies established pursuant to LSA - R.S. 43:31.

A copy of this report has been made available for public inspection at the Office of State
Inspector General and is posted on the Office of State Inspector General’s website at
www.oig.louisiana.gov. Reference should be made to Case No. CID-12-035. If you need any
assistance relative to this report, please contact Stephen B. Street, Jr., State Inspector General
at (225) 342-4262.

REPORT FRAUD, WASTE, AND ABUSE
To report alleged fraud, waste, abuse, or mismanagement relative to state programs or
operations, use one of the following methods:
• Complete complaint form on web site at www.oig.louisiana.gov
• Write to Office of State Inspector General, P. O. Box 94095, Baton Rouge, LA 708049095
• Call the Office of State Inspector General at (225) 342-4262

