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Pitt accused
of bilking
MnDOT of
$26,000
State audit report turned
over to prosecutor for
possible criminal charges
BY JASON HOPPIN
Pioneer Press

M I N N E S OTA’S F I R ST N E W S PA P E R

”

“He definitely had the eyes. That desperate look.”

— Washington County Deputy Kyle Olson, describing Steve Van Keuren as he
arrested the knife-wielding man who had just attacked former girlfriend Teri Lee.

Steve
Van Keuren

Could this man have
stopped a killer?

Minnesota’s disgraced former top transportation emergency official was “belligerent,” “aggressive” and took advantage of an
office with limited and shifting oversight in
order to bilk taxpayers out of thousands of
dollars, according to a state
legislative auditor’s report.
Sonia Morphew Pitt, 43,
was fired Nov. 9 after in
internal
investigation
showed that she misused
taxpayer resources and
engaged in conduct unbecoming a state employee. A
Sonia
new
report
released
Morphew
Wednesday by the Office of
Pitt
the Legislative Auditor recommended that Attorney
General Lori Swanson pursue as much as
$26,000 from Pitt for inappropriate expenses
and back pay.
The report has been turned over to Ramsey County Attorney Susan Gaertner for
possible criminal charges.
“Ms. Pitt’s behavior was inexcusable. It
was also preventable,” said Legislative
PITT AUDIT, 6A

BIG SPENDER
Unauthorized, unreasonable and inappropriate expenses rung up by Sonia Pitt in the
past two years, according to a state audit.
$3,048
Personal
use of
state-issued
cell phone

$893
Unnecessary
business trip

$1,791
Unsupported
reimbursements

$1,005
Hotels

$972
Mileage

$1,284
Meals
$259
Ineligible
training
expenses

$1,617
Airfare

$672
Parking, taxi,
baggage

$14,682
Personal
hours
reported
as worked

JEAN PIERI, PIONEER PRESS

Washington County Sheriff’s Deputy Kyle Olson says that in the days after he arrested Steve Van Keuren in July 2006, he considered dropping by Teri
Lee’s house to reassure her that her ex-boyfriend was in jail and couldn’t harm her. In a way, Olson says, he’s glad he never did.
■

A R R E ST, R E L E A S E , M U R D E R

In 2006, Deputy Kyle Olson faced an armed and desperate Steve
Van Keuren. He didn’t shoot. He didn’t even draw his gun. And the

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor

standoff ended peacefully. Two months later, though, Van Keuren

Insurers
tighten access
to costly MRIs,
CT scans
Companies hope to save
millions by preventing
unnecessary procedures
BY JEREMY OLSON
Pioneer Press

If you’re going to seek an imaging procedure such as an MRI or CT scan, you’d better need it.
New insurance company restrictions this
year have cut high-tech scans in Minnesota,
preventing those that appear wasteful or
unnecessary. Two weeks of back pain might
have triggered a scan last year, for instance,
even though short-term pain often goes
away. Now, doctors are more likely to hold
off until six weeks.
“We think this gets to most of the overuse
in imaging,” said Dr. Charles Fazio, chief
medical officer for Medica, the second-largest
nonprofit health insurer in Minnesota.
COSTLY SCANS, 7A

Caution urged: Repeated CT scans linked
to higher cancer risk. Page 3A

murdered two people, and Olson was left to ask, What if?
BY A L E X F R I E D R I C H P I O N E E R P R E S S
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Steve Van Keuren, 46, of
River Falls, Wis., breaks
into the West Lakeland Township home of former girlfriend Teri Lee, 38. He has a butcher
knife in each hand and attacks her. Washington
County deputy Kyle Olson arrests him in Wisconsin. Lee tells police she fears Van Keuren will kill
her if he is freed on bail.

JULY 29, 2006

Van Keuren is released on
$75,000 bail and ordered
to have no contact with Lee or her children.

AUG. 1, 2006

Van Keuren breaks into
Lee’s home again and
fatally shoots Lee and Timothy Hawkinson Sr.
Van Keuren is shot by officers and hospitalized.

SEPT. 22, 2006

■

he hindsight that picks at Washington County Sheriff’s Deputy
T
Kyle Olson could drive a cop mad:
If he’d shot Steve Van Keuren dead
during a pursuit in July 2006, the man
never would have gone on to murder
two people two months later.
The thought hits him from time to
time. But it plagued him Sunday night,
when he watched victim Teri Lee’s family — her sister, nieces and her
orphaned children — get a new house
on “Extreme Makeover: Home Edition.”
It was a heart-wrenching show, and
Olson couldn’t stop watching.
“I would have laid down my life if
I’d known it would save them,” he said
in an emotional phone call during the
show. “What those kids have gone
through. I’d give up anything to
change those things.”

Last month, the 37-year-old deputy
received the Medal of Honor — the
highest award in the sheriff’s office —
for his peaceful arrest of Van Keuren
under
dangerous
circumstances.
Olson’s account of the arrest shows he
was up against an unstable man with a
violent temper.
Olson was on patrol the morning of
July 29, 2006, when he was sent after
Van Keuren.
He got a dispatch saying Van
Keuren had just attacked his ex-girlfriend in her Ninth Street home in
West Lakeland Township and was
heading toward Wisconsin.
The deputy drove across the Interstate 94 bridge, where he spotted the
maroon Corsica that matched the

Teri Lee

Timothy
Hawkinson
Sr.

WHAT IF? 5A

Romney, Giuliani get nasty — and the others jump in
GOP presidential candidates clash over immigration, Iraq and foreign policy in CNN/YouTube debate
BY MICHAEL D. SHEAR
and DAN BALZ
Washington Post

ST. PETERSBURG, Fla. — Former
Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney
and former New York Mayor Rudolph
Giuliani clashed at the opening of a

Republican
presidential
debate
Wednesday, accusing one another of
ignoring laws against illegal immigration and distorting each other’s
records on the issue.
The two carried the war of words
that had escalated over the weekend
to the stage in Florida, setting a con-

frontational tone at the outset of the
CNN/YouTube debate that was
picked up by several other candidates.
Former Sen. Fred Thompson of
Tennessee, Sen. John McCain of Arizona, former Arkansas Gov. Mike
Huckabee, Rep. Tom Tancredo of Col-
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orado and Rep. Ron Paul of Texas
joined the battle that centered on
immigration, Iraq and foreign policy.
The exchanges underscored the
concerns of all the leading candidates
as they jockey for advantage with five
GOP DEBATE, 7A
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U.S. adult obesity rates leveling off
Experts encouraged,
but they warn trend
could be reversed
BY ROB STEIN
Washington Post

WASHINGTON — The obesity epidemic that has been
spreading for more than a quarter-century in the United States
has leveled off among women
and may have hit a plateau for
men as well, federal health officials reported Wednesday.
While the proportion of
adults who are obese remains
high at more than 30 percent,
the rate in 2005 and 2006 was
statistically unchanged from the
last
time
government
researchers took a national
snapshot two years earlier.
The findings confirm earlier
indications that the increase in
obesity among women had
stalled and suggests that the
same trend may have begun
among men.
“This is encouraging,” said
Cynthia Ogden of the National
Center for Health Statistics,
which released the new data. “I
think we can say that obesity in
women is stabilizing, and I’m
optimistic that we may be seeing a leveling off in men as

Weight level
There has been no significant
change in obesity rates since
2003-04. More than a third of
adults are obese, including
33.3 percent of men and 35.3
percent of woman.

Obesity trends, ages 20 and older
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and Human Services
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well.”
If both trends continue, it
could mean that the massive
effort to stem the nation’s growing girth could be starting to
pay off, Ogden and others said.
“This doesn’t show we’ve
turned the corner on obesity,
but we might be at the corner,”
said William Dietz of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. “The first step in
controlling any epidemic is halting a rise in the number of

CO N T I N U E D F RO M T H E COV E R

What if?

“I would have

(continued from Page 1A)

laid down my life

description of the car police were
looking for. He checked in with
dispatch and then followed with
his lights and siren activated.
Van Keuren didn’t speed
away. Instead, he cruised along,
stuck out his arm and signaled
to Olson to follow him as he
turned off the interstate.
That made Olson a bit nervous. Such behavior was unusual.
“I thought, ‘This guy is going
to force a standoff — some sort
of suicide-by-cop thing,’ ” Olson
recalled.
Also, Olson’s radio wasn’t
working. He was out of his
patrol area, and didn’t know the
Wisconsin roads.
They made their way to
River Falls, where Van Keuren
turned down a dirt driveway.
Olson recalled thinking, “Is
this an ambush?”
Van Keuren finally pulled up
outside a farmhouse. He got out
of the car. In one hand was a big
knife, in the other a gallon-size
jug of a chemical, which turned
out to be acetone, a flammable
liquid.
“I knew it wasn’t good,”
Olson said.
The deputy got out of the
squad and drew his gun.
“Get on the ground!” he
recalled yelling. “Get on the
ground!”
Van Keuren froze. He looked
at Olson.
“He definitely had the eyes,”
Olson said. “That desperate
look. The eyes.”
At that point, he added,
everything “is unfolding in a second. I think, ‘Do I shoot him?’ ”
Van Keuren turned around
and made a beeline to the front
door of the farmhouse.
Olson quickly exchanged his
weapon for a Taser.
Van Keuren made it to the
front door and disappeared
inside.
Olson pursued, not knowing
what lay behind the door.
“I thought, ‘What am I getting into? Is there a shotgun on
the other side?’ ”
The entranceway led into a
kitchen, where Olson found Van
Keuren standing behind an older
man — possibly a hostage —
seemingly using him for cover.
The deputy still had a Taser,
but had his hand on his pistol,
ready to draw it.
“Put the weapons down! Put
the bottles down!” Olson yelled
repeatedly to Van Keuren, who
was dodging back and forth
behind the man, apparently

if I’d known it would
save them. What those
kids have gone through.
I’d give up anything to
change those things.”
Kyle Olson,
Washington County deputy

unsure what to do.
For moments, it was a standoff. But Van Keuren finally
broke down. Sobbing, he gave
up. Olson then learned the man
was Van Keuren’s father.
Other law enforcement officers soon arrived, and they took
Van Keuren away.
At the hospital, Olson asked
Van Keuren why he’d carried
the knives and chemicals.
He recalls Van Keuren’s
reply: “I wanted you to think
about it.”
The way Olson interprets
that statement, Van Keuren was
trying to get the deputy to shoot
him.
In the days after the arrest,
Olson considered dropping by
Teri Lee’s house to reassure her
that her ex-boyfriend was in jail
and couldn’t harm her.
In a way, he’s glad he never
did.
Van Keuren eventually made
his $75,000 bail and got out —
something Olson never learned
of.
He allegedly violated a court
order by stalking Lee’s daughter
at a school volleyball game on
Sept. 20.
He was spotted, but through
a series of procedural snags,
law enforcement officials never
pursued him over the border
into Wisconsin.
Just two days later, Van
Keuren broke into Lee’s West
Lakeland Township house in
the early morning and shot her
and her boyfriend dead.
That morning, Olson reported in for his regular shift. The
department was buzzing that
morning with all the work being
done on the murders.
When Olson asked about the
killings, another deputy told him:
“It’s your guy on Ninth Street.”

THE RIGHT DECISION
ne could argue that Olson
O
would have been justified in
shooting Van Keuren that day,
considering the knives, explo-

cases, and this suggests that
might be happening.”
But experts quickly cautioned that it is too soon to
declare victory, noting that the
lull could be fleeting and that
about 72 million adults are still
considered obese.
“This is still the biggest
health problem of our time,”
Gary Foster, director of obesity
research and education at
Temple University, who is president of the Obesity Society.
“It’s not time to relax. We’ve
got to continue to take the
problem seriously and be
aggressive about finding effective prevention and treatment
strategies.”
The proportion of Americans
who are obese has increased
dramatically in the past 25
years, doubling among adults
and tripling among children
since 1980. Because obesity
increases the risk of heart disease, cancer, diabetes and other
major health problems, the
rapid rise has alarmed health
experts.
Ogden and her colleagues
reported last year that the
National Health and Nutritional Examination Survey, an
ongoing program tracking obesity and other major health
issues, showed the increases

may have stalled for American
women in 2003 and 2004. But
they said more data was needed to confirm whether the shift
was real.
The latest data collected
from a nationally representative
sample of 4,400 Americans ages
20 and older showed that while
the proportion of women who
were obese increased from 33.2
percent in 2003 and 2004 to 35.3
percent in 2005 and 2006, that
difference was not statistically
significant, and the rate has
been stable since 1999.
Among men, Ogden and her
colleagues found that the rate
increased from 31.1 percent to
33.3 percent, but that change too
was not statistically significant.
But because the rate was still up
compared to 1999, Ogden said
more data is needed to confirm
the stall.
“I’m optimistic, but I’m wary
about the trend for men until we
see more data,” she said.
Ogden said the reasons why
the epidemic might be easing
were unclear, but some have
speculated that the nation may
have reached a saturation point
where most of those predisposed to obesity have already
reached that point.
“Maybe we’ve gotten as
heavy as we can,” she said.

sive chemicals and Olson’s
thought that Van Keuren had a
hostage.
And someone will occasionally tell him, “Ah, you should
have shot him when you had the
chance.”
It frustrates Olson that the
public doesn’t understand the
complexity of the situation and
that he doesn’t “have a crystal
ball”
He stands by his decision.
But he’s not immune to doubts.
Those are feelings that law
enforcement officials deal with
on a regular basis, Sheriff Bill
Hutton said.

“We can play those games
forever — coulda-woulda-shoulda,” he said “It doesn’t do anybody any good.”
Olson is “an exceptional
deputy, very intelligent and intuitive,” Hutton said. “He handled it
the best way at that moment. No
one should second-guess here.”
Olson said he’s trying not to,
and has gone to counseling for
help.
Still, he said, “I can’t say it
doesn’t hurt. I’m not a robot.”
Alex Friedrich can be reached at
afriedrich@pioneerpress.com or
651-228-2109.
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