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20 Months' Hard
Time: Cautionary
Tale After Investor
Imprisoned Over
'Legit' Marijuana
Trade
"Why would a guy that sold a health
care company for $100 million get
into a marijuana conspiracy to make
$100,000? It defies any degree of
logic," said attorney Marc Seitles of
Seitles & Litwin.
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What You Need to Know
Dallas millionaire Justin
Magnuson diversified his
wealth, one venture being a
marijuana farm in California.
He got snared into a
trafficking and money
laundering investigation that
cost him dearly.
He is using the experience to
shine a light on justice reform
and a program to reintegrate
convicts into society.

Justin Magnuson, a Dallas
multimillionaire, was on top of the world
five years ago: At age 35, he had just
sold for $100 million a health care
company that he started in 2011.
Magnuson made news again two years
ago for all the wrong reasons when he
was indicted on a fistful of federal felony
marijuana trafficking and money
laundering charges. Denied bail, he
served 20 months hard time in a county
jail while awaiting trial, and was possibly
facing many years in the Federal Bureau
of Prisons.
Magnuson was released in April after
pleading guilty to a single count of
conspiracy to travel or transport in
interstate commerce. Upon his release,
he tacked on a new mission to his array
of enterprises: He launched a nonprofit
organization dedicated to educating the
public and those caught up in the
criminal justice system about that
system, and to helping released convicts
reintegrate into society.

‘I will not touch it’
Magnuson has also sworn off ever
getting involved in the marijuana
business, no matter how lucrative even
legitimate operations might seem.
“I will
not
touch
it. I
should
have
not
gotten
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involved in a federally illegal business,
period. I thought it would be the next
gold rush,” Magnuson said.
After selling his health care business,
Alliance Family of Companies LLC,
Magnuson went about diversifying his
wealth into various businesses.
One venture involved purchasing land in
California and getting licensed in that
state to grow and sell marijuana in
California’s legal marijuana market.

Unbeknownst to him, the broker and
eventual tenant involved in the
transaction would covertly transport
marijuana to East Texas where, as a
controlled substance, it could be sold on
the black market at a much higher profit
margin.
Magnuson, his step-brother and the
defendants actually running the illicit
operation were rounded up by a Drug
Enforcement Agency task force in
December 2020, and the U.S. Attorney’s
Office in Plano held a press conference
where Magnuson was portrayed as a
drug kingpin.
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The agents who raided his Dallas
penthouse described finding a pile of
cash, an “arsenal” of guns, a bulletproof
helmet and a “go-bag” backpack loaded
with what Magnuson would need should
he have to flee at a moment’s notice.

Magnuson’s defense attorneys found the
nefarious intent behind those
descriptions ludicrous.
“The funny thing is—to go where? He
had no idea he was under investigation
and to be indicted,” said Marc Seitles of
the Seitles & Litwin firm in Miami.
“Just like a lot of people, he has
emergency material. It was so
ridiculous,” said co-defense counsel
Alyssa Altonaga of Seitles & Litwin. “His
head of security put these things
together. And it was very ironic, in the
state of Texas, how they used being a
gun owner against him.”

Switch Attorneys
Upon arrest, Magnuson relied on two
local attorneys for his defense, Michael
Uhl and Rafael De La Garza II. Months
passed and his outlook appeared grim.
He was confined to a rural county jail in
Fannin County and should he change his
plea from innocent to guilty, the best
offer on the table was 17 years in prison.
Magnuson talked to attorneys he knew
as friends, who had worked on his
business ventures. They suggested
there might be a conflict issue involving
his local defense attorneys and the
federal prosecutors.
The hypothesis put forward was that
defense attorneys that deal with the
same U.S. attorneys on a regular basis
might not want to press too hard for one
client because they could run the risk of
prosecutors being overly aggressive with
them on other cases, Magnuson said. His
situation might improve, they suggested,
if he retained counsel from outside the
Eastern District of Texas.
On that advice, Magnuson contacted
Seitles & Litwin. He was also
represented going forward by Richard C.
Klugh of Miami and Kirk F. Lechtenberger
of Dallas.
Whether he was right on the theory,
Magnuson notes that his case turned
around.
Seitles did not agree with his client’s
reasoning about local defense attorneys
versus non-local.
“No, the
opposite. I
think it’s very
attorneyspecific,”
Seitles said.
“We worked
very hard on
just this case.
And the
prosecutor Marc Seitles, partner at Seitles
& Litwin. Courtesy photo.
heard the
evidence. I
think it cuts both ways.”
“This is the work of confidential
informants trying to reduce their
sentences. This is the problem with the
federal justice system,” Seitles said.
“Once we were able to demonstrate
(Magnuson’s) lack of knowledge, they
took it seriously.”
In Seitles’ memorandum to the court in
support of the plea agreement and
sentencing, he laid out how an
unindicted business partner introduced
Magnuson to the land broker who turned
out to be the actual trafficker.
The partner, identified as B.P., stated that
Magnuson retained regulatory and
compliance attorney Heather Burke to
get the licenses. Burke’s case file
included thousands of pages of legal
correspondence. Magnuson spent a
small fortune on lawyers, biologists,
architects and construction experts and
on the regulatory steps.
B.P. was adamant that Magnuson wanted
to operate a legal business. He quoted
Magnuson as saying, “It needs to be sold
the proper way. I’m not going into gray
market. It’s gotta be legit. … I don’t need
to risk all that.”
Seitles also produced receipts showing
Magnuson was getting paid about $800
per pound, consistent with California
prices. But the co-defendants were
selling product at about $1,300 per
pound.
“Why would a guy that sold a health care
company for $100 million get into a
marijuana conspiracy to make $100,000?
It defies any degree of logic,” Seitles
said.

‘A Business You
Don’t Know’
The cost to Magnuson was more than his
20 months’ confinement, often in solitary
during a pandemic.
In June, a final forfeit order also took $1.1
million cash, an Israeli Gulfstream 200
airplane, a Land Rover Defender and the
land together with buildings near
Nevada City, California.
His attorneys concluded that Magnuson
learned about trusting people the hard
way.
“He is the type of person who just gives
the shirt off his back to anybody,”
Altonaga said.
“Don’t go into a business you don’t
know” was the other lesson, Seitles
added. “Justin is an amazing
businessman, one of the smartest
people I’ve ever met. But he endeavored
into an area that is probably one of the
most complex.
“It’s highly regulated, changes every
day,” Seitles said. “He was taken
advantage of. That’s how he got into this
situation, and it’s humbled him.”
On Sept. 7, Magnuson announced the
formation of The Justice Reform
Foundation. The nonprofit will advocate
for bail reform, provide support to those
affected by the justice system, and
educate the public on various justice
reform topics.
Seitles & Litwin has agreed to help
promote Magnuson’s foundation.
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