Tricky Jodie gives police a headache
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Wrongs and rights ... Jodie Symes, left, mistaken for Jodie Harris, right.

David Braithwaite June 7, 2006
Police say they would arrest the wrong person again after a set of "incredible coincidences" in their hunt for a con woman.

Jodie Symes, 35, of Melbourne, was hauled off a flight to Sydney on Sunday after airline staff mistakenly identified her as wanted con artist Jodie Harris, who has taunted police and posed as a doctor and airline flight attendant to trick female victims.

Mrs Symes was arrested by police and held for three hours before detectives verified she was not Harris, who is wanted for fraud in three states.

The officer in charge of the hunt for Harris, Senior Sergeant Glenn Davies of Victorian police, has defended his team, blaming "incredible coincidences" for the mistake.

Mrs Symes had been carrying identification in different surnames and shared a first name, looks and even the position of her tattoos with Harris, Sergeant Davies said.

'Many similarities'
"She was recognised by security staff at Jetstar through information supplied," he said.

"She had many similarities with the person we are looking for, and the fact she had different identifications in the name of Jodie further heightened our suspicions.

"She looks similar, her hair was dyed and she had tattoos which were in the same positions as the person we are looking for.

"Also, [there is the] modus operandi of the person.

"[Harris is] an identity thief who disguises herself, and is a cunning manipulative person with a history of conning authorities, including police."

But Mrs Symes is seething over the incident.

She said she was dozing on the plane while waiting for it to take off when  three uniformed officers woke her.

"[They said] 'Excuse me, ma'am,' [and] basically asked me to grab my luggage and exit the plane. I was thinking], 'My god. What has happened?' ''

ID papers not enough
The police took her back into the terminal and told her they suspected she was Harris.

Mrs Symes showed them her driving licence as well as photocopies of her birth certificate, marriage certificate and divorce papers, which she was carrying with her.

"They then told me that wasn't good enough. They believed me to be this Jodie Harris and placed me under arrest as being her and I was read my rights.

"One of the police officers said, 'Do I need to handcuff you? Are you going to do a runner?'

"I looked at him and just said, 'You've got to be joking. No.' ''

Caught on camera: conwoman on the run
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Living the good life ... Jody Harris, dubbed the Catch Me If You Can thief, with her boyfriend, Senior Constable Andrew Twining.


Elicia Murray
September 23, 2006

THE photograph shows an unguarded moment in a life on the run. Conwoman Jody Harris smiles for the camera as she clutches the hand of her boyfriend, Senior Constable Andrew Twining.

The woman, wanted by police in three states, is wearing make-up, gold jewellery and a low-cut top as the two dine at a restaurant. On the back of the photograph is written "True Love Never Dies!"

At Central Local Court yesterday, the jewellery, the make-up and the elegant clothing were gone, replaced by a bare face and prison greens. But the smile remained, as the woman dubbed the "Catch Me If You Can" thief gave reporters the victory sign as she was led from the dock.

Harris, described before her July arrest as Australia's most elusive conwoman, was sentenced to four years' jail, with a non-parole period of 3½ years, and ordered to repay $175,000 to the victims of her scams.

The magistrate, Allan Moore, described her as an intelligent and skilful woman, whose acts - while not the most sophisticated he had seen - did involve some degree of sophistication and planning.

"One would have to suggest strongly that this was a matter of greed by you," Mr Moore said.

Harris, 28, of Tingalpa in Queensland, had pleaded guilty to 43 of 124 identity fraud charges laid against her by NSW Police.

No formal plea was entered for the remaining charges, but the magistrate took these into account in sentencing.

As part of her brazen campaign, she passed herself off as a policewoman, a businesswoman and even the niece of a Melbourne underworld figure. She earned her nickname from a movie based on the life of US conman Frank Abagnale jnr, who posed as a doctor, a lawyer and a pilot.

Harris stole more than $175,000 from at least 33 victims in NSW, using stolen licences, bank cards and other personal information to assume the identity of her victims and drain their bank accounts.

In one two-week period late last year, she drained $56,000 from the bank account of one woman. When she was arrested in July, police found several wigs and other items of disguise, along with more than 100 drivers' licences, Medicare cards, bank cards, mobile phone SIM cards and at least one false passport.

Victoria Police said yesterday Senior Constable Twining had been suspended on full pay while an investigation into his relationship with Harris proceeds.

A former friend, who said she knew Harris when she was on the run, said she gave her the photograph with the writing on the back about five months ago, not long after it was taken. The woman, who asked to remain anonymous, said Harris was "just really out there".

"She's done the wrong thing and stuff, but she's a really nice person."

