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n some cases, problems with child support payments, con-

flicts over child custody, concerns about possible elder

abuse, suspicions of infidelity and other family law ques-

tions can be answered with investigation that includes a large
component of surveillance.

“We don’t use surveillance a lot in family law investiga-

tions, but occasionally it’s the best option to document the

patterns of an adverse party,” said Don Johnson, CLI®, CII,

owner of Trace Investigations in Bloomington, Indiana, who

heads the National Association of Legal Investigators.
He added, “We're in a no-fault divorce state. Our fam-
ily law cases often relate to petitions for modification
of child custody, where a child may be exposed
to an unknown stranger in the home of a non-
custodial parent in violation of a court order.
We’ve had cases where an adverse parent will
go to great lengths to mask his or her liv-
ing arrangements. GPS tracking is not an
option: we initiate a mobile surveillance

when the child is exchanged.”
For a more detailed look at family
law cases, PI Magazine contacted sur-
veillance specialists in other states.

CHILD SUPPORT
In the St. Louis area, professional investigator Tim Woodburn at
Gateway Investigations worked for a young mother who wasn’t

getting any help from the child support agencies in Missouri or

across the river in Illinois. The officials weren’t sure where the baby’s

father lived and were unable to find a motor vehicle registration, em-
ployment, phone number or utility billing for him.

Woodburn said, “Finally we identified the vehicle he was driving as
one that was registered in a friend’s name. We could tell that he was hid-
ing from creditors, including the baby’s mother. We got a tip that he was
working at a big furniture outlet store that has multiple locations in our
region. Visiting his store, I found him and engaged in a conversation,
where I came up with a reason to need to contact him where he receives
his mail. He told me he was living with his parents. Before long, the
baby’s mother was able to go back to court with a notarized statement
from a licensed investigator about where he was working and where he
was living---with video proof to back it up.”

As an investigator with a journalism education and experience, Woodburn
goes after proof the same way that an investigative reporter would, using
supporting evidence and video to document each step of his case.

CHILD CUSTODY
Woodburn had another client, a divorced father, who couldn’t drop off
or pick up his two small children at his ex-wife’s home. He was required
to go to the maternal grandparents’ house for the exchange. He sus-
pected that his ex-wife was keeping him from finding out that she had
moved her new boyfriend into her home, despite the fact that there was
a restraining order to keep that boyfriend away from the minor children.
“Our assignment was to stake out the drop off and then get date and
time-stamp video with the mother and her boyfriend coming to pick up
the young child and return to the home that they were sharing, Our video
clearly showed the two adults walking up to the front door and going

into the home, each holding the hand of one of the children,” Tim said.

In cases like this, the investigators are doing spot checks or overnight sur-
veillance to show how much time the adult male is spending at the woman’s
house and to block any claim on her behalf that it might have been a one-
time errand to help pick up the children because her car had broken down.

In Houston, surveillance expert Joseph M. Glad of Surveillance
Specialty Group has noticed that often it’s the grandmother who is most
protective of children after a divorce. She’ll be the one who hires profes-
sional investigators to check on the living arrangements in the house-
hold where the children will be spending weekends to be sure there’s no
opposite-gender adult in the house.

“Sometimes the young parents aren’t as aware of the danger as a
grandparent would be,” he noted.

Because Joe Glad came to private work after a 30-year career with the
FBI where he supervised teams of mobile and stationary surveillance
agents, he uses a somewhat different approach. His standard is to use two
or more investigators for surveillance.

“When one person does it, he often has to go back two or three times
anyway,” he said, “so we start out with two. We charge twice as much as
our competition, but we don’t add on any expenses for mileage or out-
of-pocket costs, and we figure that our clients generally come out ahead.”

In one of Glad’s ongoing cases, a father from the east coast flies to
Houston for regular visits with his child. The child’s mother has made sev-
eral false allegations against him, so he hired covert investigators to super-
vise and record the exchanges to document that he was on time and civil in
all his dealings with his former spouse. They could also prove the occasions
when she’d arrive so late to pick up the child that he had to miss his flight
home and rebook, at considerable expense.

“Youd be surprised how mean people can be,” Glad remarked.

After a few covert assignments, his client asked the agents to reveal
themselves so that his ex-wife knew she was being watched and would no
longer cause delays or problems that he would have to clear up in court.

Portland, Oregon investigator Michael Contratto of Advocate
Investigative Agency, who works up and down the West Coast, was as-
signed to follow a woman to a weekend in Palm Springs where she was
expected to violate a court order on consuming alcohol before picking
up her children. The surveillance was done with three vehicles, so she
wouldn’t realize she was being followed, but when she met up with her
friends, who were drinking, but “she definitely wasn’t,” he said.

Contratto has had a few other cases where the ex-spouse’s suspi-
cions could not be proven. For example, one mother wanted to see
what the father was doing with their son, “making sure he wasn’t ne-
glecting him and was actually spending time paying attention to the
kid.” Contratto’s day of video surveillance showed the father and his
new girlfriend taking the child to a park, spending the day together,
with both adults being fully attentive and affectionate with the child.

INFIDELITY AND COHABITATION
Contratto often works with teams of other investigators. A few years ago
when his wife was also in the business, the two of them did a weekend
assignment at a hotel. Their target was a married man whose wife was
convinced that he was cheating on her. “He called her crazy, and he con-
vinced her family members that her suspicions were off base.” His wife
wanted proof so she could confront him before filing for divorce.

The husband and his female companion booked a room with sliding
glass doors opening to the hotel swimming pool. When they closed the
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&&We don’t use surveillance a lot in
family law investigations, but occasionally
it’s the best option to document the
patterns of an adverse party,” said
Don Johnson, CLI®, Cll, owner of Trace
Investigations in Bloomington, Indiana,
who heads the National Association of
Legal Investigators. 99

draperies, the window coverings didn’t shut
all the way. Standing on the walkway outside
the room, Contratto started filming and “got
the full act.” He called the boss to make sure
his actions were legal and was advised that if
it was a location visible to anyone walking by,
such as a hotel maid or another hotel guest,
then it was fine.

The couple’s romantic weekend was docu-
mented in various locations. Contratto was
told that by the time the husband returned to
his home, the wife had “taken care of the bank
accounts” and had “a few susprises for him.”

Contratto was a restaurant manager before
he and his wife got acquainted with the sur-
veillance field 12 years ago through his sister
who was dating a private investigator at the
time. He quickly “got the bug” to do surveil-
lance and learned that he had good skills for it,
especially his driving ability for mobile surveil-
lance. Today he is often away from home for
two or three weeks at a time on assignments.

One of the companies he works with is
Kudaka & Associates in Southern California.

Maki Kudaka, whose office is in Orange
County, came into the investigative field after
working as a paralegal. She has learned that
surveillance can resolve many of her family
law cases. She does much of the work herself,
but she also uses some male sub-contractors
who are surveillance experts. She has been in
the field for eight years.

“I get a lot of co-habitation cases where
an ex-husband calls and says he’s still paying
the ex-wife alimony, but if she is living with
a new boyfriend, he can eliminate or greatly
reduce the alimony. In order to prove that
they are living together we apply surveillance
on the ex-wife and the boyfriend. We docu-
ment day-in-and-day-out, not just one or two
days. We want to make sure they can’t state
that they just spent a weekend together. We

watch the boyfriend leaving the house early
in the morning dressed for work; we watch
them working together in the yard, going out
for dinner, going shopping at Home Depot.
If it is legal in the city where they are living,
we'll dumpster dive. We find out what day
the trash pickup will be for their neighbor-
hood, and we pick it up late at night and sort
through it to see whose name is associated
with that address, such as on bills and maga-
zine subscriptions.”

Maki Kudaka described a major case where
she was hired by a San Diego man, who was
paying $10,000 each month in alimony to his
former wife, who moved to nearby La Jolla.
Investigation showed that she was spending
time farther north in Orange County with a
man who lived there. “This guy would be at
her house for a while and then she’d be at
his,” Kudaka said.

Documenting their lives in the two loca-
tions took three months, but finally there was
a clear outcome.

“One day when she was in Orange County, I
followed her to a fitness gym and got video of
her coming out. She had an engagement ring on
her finger, and I zeroed in to get a good picture
of it. Then I followed her to a Lutheran church.
Her new fellow met her there and they went
in together. It was a weekday, so I believe they
were meeting with a pastor to plan their wed-
ding, She was Jewish, and there was no other
reason for her to be going to the Lutheran
Church. The effort put into this surveillance
was well worth it for the client. When we got
the evidence, he was very grateful.”

ELDER ABUSE

Surveillance may also be a tool during the in-

vestigation of cases of suspected elder abuse.
In Albany, New York, investigator

Jamie Richardson of Mission Possible



Investigations has about ten years of experi-
ence in cases of elder abuse.

“Generally,” he said, “we receive calls from
concerned family members or the law firms
they have hired to pursue civil cases against
nursing homes or in-home care providers.” He
said family members may have seen bruises,
burns, and welts or have become aware of oth-
er injuries like sprains and bone fractures that
could be the result of an accident, but might
also indicate physical abuse.

“Psychological abuse is the most common
case of elder abuse, but the hardest to prove.
It could be that the loved one 1s harassed, be-
littled or ridiculed. The caregiver may be using
inappropriate restraints, excessive isolation,
confinement or bizarre punishment.”

Richardson said that if the eldetly person
lives in a home where covert video surveillance
is feasible and lawyers agree to the approach, it’s
the ideal way to document actions of the care-
giver. The camera should be placed in common
rooms such as the living room and kitchen, but
“placing a device in a bedroom or bathroom
where people have the reasonable expectation
of privacy would not be appropriate.” He not-
ed that covert video generally cannot be used
in nursing homes, so the investigator must find
other ways to observe the activities there.

Also, there may be opportunities for surveil-
lance when an elderly person is transported to
an outing or and medical appointment.

GENERAL ADVICE
All of the investigators emphasize the impor-
tance of spending time with the client to learn
as much as possible about the domestic situ-
ation and the people involved before starting
surveillance. Pin down the locations of vehicles
and individuals who will be watched. Collect
photos if possible. Use a team for surveillance
if you can, and be aware that in some nasty di-
vorce cases, the other side may have counter-
surveillance in place, and they could spot you
coming in to the neighborhood.

Investigators must always be aware of pri-
vacy concerns and legal issues that may arise.
The must also check in with their supervisors,

clients, or legal counsel when unsure how to
proceed. PI

Jane Cracraft, who frankly
admits she was never a
surveillance specialist, is a
Jormer long-time newspaper
reporter and a retired legal
investigator in Colorado, who
serves as Assistant Editor
Jor PI Magazine. Contact:
Jjanecracraf@gomcast.net

CONTACT INFORMATION:

Don Johnson, CLI®, Cll, owner of Trace Investigations, Inc., Bloom-
ington, Indiana, can be contacted at don@traceinvestigations.com or
(812) 334-8857 He is a former editor of P | Magazine, a founding
member of the Indiana Society of Professional Investigators, chairman
of the Indiana Private Investigator and Security Guard Licensing Board,

and the National Director of the National Association of Legal Inves-
tigators.

Tim Woodburn, owner of Gateway Investigations in St. Louis, Mis-
souri, can be contacted at tim@gatewaypinet or (314) 238-1367. He
is licensed in Missouri, lllinois and other nearby states. He is a member
of Missouri Association of Private Investigators.

Joseph M. Glad, an owner of Surveillance Specialty Group in Hous-
ton, Texas, is a retired FBI agent who can be reached at jglad@ssgsta.com
or (832) 584-3719. In addition to conducting investigations, his agency
provides sophisticated surveillance training to law enforcement, individu-
als, and professional associations. There are three levels of training: a basic

one-day course with lectures and videos; an intermediate two-day course
that includes field exercises, and an advanced, five-day refresher course with extensive field
work for experienced investigators. All courses include a 100-page workbook. The Surveillance
Training Academy information is available at wwwi.surveillancespecialtygroup.com

Michael Contratto, owner of Advocate Investigative Agency
in Portland, Oregon, can be contacted at mike@advocate-pi.com
or (877) 356-3555. He is a member of the Oregon Association of
Licensed Investigators and the California Association of Licensed
Investigators.

Maki Kudaka, owner of Kudaka and Associates in Aliso Viejo, Cali-
fornia, can be contacted at info@kudakipi.com or 9949) 874-4148.
She is active in the California Association of Licensed Investigators and
received the “"Governor of the Year" award for 2015 when she served
as CALI's District Governor for Orange County. She belongs to the
Professional Investigators of California, California Defense Investiga-
tors Association and the National Defender Investigator Association.

Jamie Richardson, owner of Mission Possible Investigations in Al-
bany, New York, can be contacted at jrichardson@mpinvestigations.com
or (518) 708-1219. He also has a branch of the agency in Arkansas. A
former Marine, Richardson worked as an investigator in the nonprofit
sector for the State of Florida before moving to New York. He is a

member of the Associated Licensed Detectives of New York State.
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