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This edition contains stories from three heroic colleagues who saved 
the Company from potential losses and claims.  

In southern California, an independent escrow officer placed an 
order for title insurance with a title company and worked closely with 
the title officer towards closing the transaction. The independent 
escrow officer relied on the resources and expertise the title 
company had available to them. In this story, red flag after red flag 
popped up. The escrow officer shared every detail with Neil Viner, 
Title Officer with Lawyers Title Company in Burbank, California, who 
thoroughly reviewed the documents and was able to confirm their 
suspicions. Read “FAKE ids” for more information.  

The Company implemented a simple, yet effective procedure to 
identify and stop thieves trying to sell vacant land out from under 
real property owners. The best way for settlement agents to ensure 
they are dealing with the true property owner is to reach out to the 
owner at the tax bill mailing address. This has proven to be effective 
time and time again, as demonstrated in this story. Read “STOP! 
thief!” for the details.

Combating wire fraud has become a part of daily life. It has been 
devastating on our industry and wreaked havoc on many real 
estate transactions. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, 
wire fraud includes the following elements:  

1. A scheme to defraud by means of false pretenses,

2. Defendant’s knowing and willful participation in the scheme, 
with intent to defraud, and

3. Use of interstate wire communications in furtherance of scheme.

Fortunately, the industry has learned a lot about the methods used 
by the scammers and are succeeding in stopping these criminals 
in their tracks. The article titled “THE ol’ switcheroo” demonstrates 
how Michelle Lopez, Escrow Officer, Chicago Title Company, used 
her skills to avoid becoming a victim.

Happy New Year! This year we are providing readers with insight 
on money laundering and cash reporting obligations required 
of settlement agents. The first article of the new year is titled 
“INTRODUCTION to money laundering.” Do not miss this great read 
or the next eleven months of insightful information.

TALES from three heroes

STOP! thief! THE ol' switcherooFAKE ids

https://fnf.com/


Neil Viner, Title Officer with Lawyers Title 
Company in Burbank, California, received an 
order for an owner’s title policy regarding 
the sale of a home for $470,000 from an 
independent escrow officer he works with 
regularly. He performed the title search and 
prepared the title report. 

Neil’s search revealed a few uninsured deeds 
in the chain of title. As a result, he required an 
Affidavit of Uninsured Deed for each transfer. He 
sent the report to the escrow officer.  

The escrow officer sent out the necessary 
documents and instructions to the sellers, who 
were a married couple. A few days later a random 
person, not otherwise affiliated with the seller or 
listing agent, delivered the executed documents 
to the escrow officer. The escrow officer 
immediately scanned them and sent them to Neil 
for review.  

Neil noticed that all the documents were 
completed by the same person, since the 
handwriting and ink were the same. He 
recognized the notary as a colleague who 
worked at a different office. Neil reached out 
to his colleague who confirmed the signers 
never appeared in front of her and she did not 
acknowledge their signatures.  

Neil immediately escalated the file to his 
manager. His manager did an extensive search 
of each individual involved in the uninsured 
deeds discovered in the chain of title and who 
purportedly executed the documents. The 
manager found even more discrepancies  
— starting with the social security numbers  
provided did not match up with the sellers’ names.

Neil notified the escrow officer that the seller 
would have to re-execute the documents in her 
presence. The seller refused to come to her office 

but did have someone drop off copies of the 
California drivers licenses for the grantors of the 
uninsured deeds.  

Once again, Lawyers Title reached into their 
bag of tricks to confirm they were all fakes. 
The manager has a reliable contact in law 
enforcement who reviewed the IDs and 
confirmed they were not valid. In addition, the law 
enforcement officer opened a case file and began 
an investigation.  

Neil’s professional relationship with the escrow 
officer proved key in this instance. As the title 
insurance company, Lawyers Title insures 
against fraud and forgery. The escrow officer was 
instrumental in sharing her suspicions so Neil 
could investigate further. 

Neil's investigation led to a denial to insure and 
thwarted a potential claim of $470,000. For his 
investigative skills, Neil is being rewarded $1,500. 
Keep fighting the good fight!

Article provided by contributing author: 
Diana Hoffman, Corporate Escrow Administrator 
Fidelity National Title Group 
National Escrow Administration

Marnae Ballantyne, Escrow Manager, Fidelity 
National Title Agency of Utah in American 
Fork, Utah, opened a sale of a vacant lot 
for $385,000. The buyer was a real estate 
investor paying cash. He never met the seller 
in person. 

All communications were done via text or email. 
The seller signed the purchase agreement 
electronically. The buyer admitted he believed the 
deal was too good to be true. Unfortunately, he 
was right.  

Marnae ordered the title report and, in 
accordance with Company policy, looked up the 
seller’s tax bill mailing address on the county 

website. The seller’s address was in Georgia. 
Knowing the buyer wanted to close quickly, 
Marnae decided to learn more about the owner, 
so she searched the owner’s name in Google™.

The search revealed where the seller worked. 
Marnae picked up the phone and tracked him 
down. She asked him if he owned a lot in Utah. 
He said, “Yes.” She asked him if it was for sale. 
He said, “No.” She asked him to confirm his 
mailing address, the approximate amount of the 
property taxes and when he purchased the lot. 
He knew all the correct answers, so she knew he 
was the true owner.  

 

volume 18 issue 1 January 2023

FAKE ids

STOP! thief!

Publisher 
Fidelity National Financial

Editor 
Lisa A. Tyler 
National Escrow Administrator

[Continued on pg 3]



[STOP! thief! — continued]

Marnae explained the situation to the owner. He was upset to 
learn what was going on, but very grateful she tracked him down 
and went the extra mile to make him aware of the situation. She 
applauded him for having his current mailing address on file with 
the county, so she knew how to reach him. 

The owner asked Marnae what he could do to protect himself. She 
informed him about a property watch notification system available 
through the county. Property owners can sign up to be notified if 
anything affecting their property is recorded. She urged him to sign 
up for the service. She also encouraged him to contact the local 
police department.  

In addition to tracking down the real property owner, Marnae talked 
to the thief who fraudulently listed the lot for sale. She knew almost 
immediately he was an imposter since he knew nothing about the 
property history or facts about the true owner, including where he 
lived. Way to go Marnae! She has received a $1,500 reward for not 
closing this sale.  

Article provided by contributing author: 
Diana Hoffman, Corporate Escrow Administrator 
Fidelity National Title Group 
National Escrow Administration

Michelle Lopez, an extraordinary escrow officer for Chicago 
Title Company’s Glendale, California office, was working on a 
refinance. The new loan amount was $355,000. She ordered 
the payoff demand, sent it off to the loan officer and set the 
file aside for closing.

Several weeks later the loan was ready to close. Michelle ordered 
an updated demand. She received two demands by e-fax. Both 
demands were for the exact same amount, so she reviewed them 
side-by-side to determine why she received two.  
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INTRODUCTION to money laundering
In recent years, various governmental entities believe they 
have identified vulnerabilities in the purchase and sale of U.S. 
real property, which makes it possible for criminals to take 
advantage of real estate money-laundering schemes.  
It is believed the purchase of real estate, often combined with 
methods to conceal a purchaser’s identity and source of funds, 
can allow criminals to take the ill-gotten proceeds and either park 
the wealth or integrate the proceeds into the legal economy.

Escrow and title companies can do their part to help the 
appropriate government authorities track certain types of 

transactions. First, settlement agents may report “cash” payments 
received into escrow. Next, settlement agents asked to make 
multiple payments to the same payee under $10,000 may decline. 
Last, title insurance companies are required to report certain 
purchases which are covered by a Geographic Targeting Order (GTO).  

This year we will explore these topics in detail:

 � What transactions are covered by the GTO
 � What is “cash” as defined by the IRS
 � How to report “cash” received
 � Appropriate disbursements or risky disbursements

Keep in mind, the Company has extensive policies and procedures 
for proper compliance with these items. These articles are not 
meant to replace the Company guidelines. These articles will touch 
upon a high-level review of requirements that settlement agents 
may be required to comply with. Enjoy!

The information provided herein does not, and is not intended to, constitute 
legal advice; instead, all information, and content, in this article are for 
general informational purposes only. Information in this article may not 
constitute the most up-to-date legal or other information. 

Article provided by contributing author: 
Diana Hoffman, Corporate Escrow Administrator 
Fidelity National Title Group 
National Escrow Administration

[THE ol' switcheroo — continued]

Michelle noticed at the top of one it was faxed over from a company she was not familiar with nor were they a party to her refinance.  
The phone numbers in the header of the demand were also missing. Then she compared the wire instructions:

Michelle knew right away someone was trying to defraud the Company. She called the lender at a known, trusted phone number and 
spoke with someone in the escalation department to confirm the wire instructions shown on the second demand were incorrect. She did 
exactly what she learned. Calling to verify the wire instructions at a known, trusted phone number is the best way to prevent wire fraud 
from happening.  

Michelle successfully closed the refinance and paid off the borrower’s loan in the amount of $197,500. Thank goodness she stopped to 
carefully review the demands received. She has received a reward of $1,500 for protecting the Company from a potential loss.  

Article provided by contributing author: 
Diana Hoffman, Corporate Escrow Administrator 
Fidelity National Title Group 
National Escrow Administration

WIRE INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
VALID DEMAND

WIRE INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
INVALID DEMAND
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