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Linda and Wesley Bryce lost the title to their home on Staten Island, and now face eviction.
By MICHAEL POWELL
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Many New York City prosecutors reacted slowly and brought few PRINT SATURDAY AT 8PM H :
indictments as foreclosure swindles and mortgage fraud swept the SINGLE PAGE
city during the past decade, allowing problematic operators to REPRINTS
flourish even as the nation’s housing market rose and crashed, HARE
according to housing lawyers, prosecutors and federal reports.
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As early as 2000, the federal Department of Housing and Urban

Development declared the city a foreclosure fraud “hot zone.” In

2005, the National Consumer Law Center wrote an influential

report, “Dreams Foreclosed: The Rampant Theft of Americans’

Homes Through Equity-Stripping Foreclosure ‘Rescue’ Scams,” warning that the F.B.1.
and local prosecutors remained dangerously understaffed in this fight.

Yet a review of civil lawsuits suggests that many fraud cases go unprosecuted. ROLL OVER FOR ARTICLES FROM
THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Officials with several of New York’s district attorneys acknowledge the problem, saying

they lack the staff to investigate and prosecute more than a fraction of the potential deed-

theft and mortgage-fraud cases. Such cases are typically complex and time consuming; as ‘
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a consequence, prosecutors say, they often know the names of sophisticated fraudulent

operators but have trouble getting indictments. ‘ ROLL OVER FOR CHARACTERS I
“Am I frustrated and can I feel the frustration of those who send us the cases? L‘.: Iil‘ New lork Eilllt‘ g

Absolutely,” said Gregory C. Pavlides, the chief of the economic crimes unit in the Queens Th: reprinfin: ) ol s
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district attorney’s office. His unit’s 14 lawyers also handle money laundering, HBOH arid relghed servics iriasks dne the property of Horme Box Offise, lic.

counterfeiting, identity theft and environmental cases.
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For years many district attorneys viewed mortgage fraud as taking a second seat to
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traditional show-stoppers: homicides, counterfeiting, burglaries and even gambling. At
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least one New York district attorney still takes that view.

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/15/nyregion/15prosecutors.html 4/17/2009



Prosecutions Lag as Foreclosure Swindles Surgein New York - NY Times.com

“Our natural inclination is that these are civil cases,” said William Smith, spokesman for
the Staten Island district attorney, Daniel M. Donovan.

Yet mortgage and deed fraud, assistant district attorneys say, are among the most
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economically destructive crimes prosecuted by their offices. Bank robbers average less Yogurt
than $2,000 and face a 775 percent chance of being caught; a mortgage fraud ring walks 5. Dress Codes: Riding the It Factor
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annually, according to the F.B.I. In New York City, housing fraud has wiped out tens of
millions of dollars for thousands of predominantly black and Latino homeowners in large
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parts of Brooklyn, Queens and Staten Island.

Mortgage fraud comes in several varieties. Most common today are deed thieves, who
approach distressed owners and offer to straighten out finances by temporarily taking
over deeds. Then they refinance and abscond with the owners’ equity. Others, more
frequently during the boom years, rely on circles of appraisers who deliver inflated

appraisals on demand, and on lawyers paid by the seller but purporting to represent the
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buyer, and on mortgage brokers, to persuade buyers to take on overpriced and often
dilapidated homes.

As the foreclosure crisis has deepened, officials have promised a tougher line. Last week,

Treasury Secretary Timothy F. Geithner announced plans for federal and state agencies
to fight mortgage and foreclosure fraud. And last month, District Attorney Charles J.

Hynes of Brooklyn and Senator Charles E. Schumer announced the creation of a real ADVERTISEMENTS

estate fraud unit in Brooklyn, to address what Mr. Hynes described as “the recent flood of - papers leave you out of the o

mortgage fraud cases plaguing New Yorkers.” conversation. Get The Weekender. KENNEDY.
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But the lawyers who have pleaded with district attorneys, chased witnesses and pointed
out the same suspected law breakers for years say that prosecutors failed to stop fraud
when it was most rampant.

“We gift-wrapped these cases,” said Jessica Attie, co-director of the foreclosure

prevention project at South Brooklyn Legal Services. “These are crimes committed in

plain sight.”
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Corporation A, he noted the sort of detail he thought an assistant district attorney would
love.
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The men who sold one of Ms. Dickinson’s houses filled out a deed in 2002 claiming that
she was dead.
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“Exhibit A: This is Ms. Dickinson and she’s alive,” Mr. Sanders said. “I figured that was a
good place for a prosecutor to start.”

Ms. Dickinson, 53, is blind, and her father, a transit worker, had scrimped and purchased

several homes in hopes of giving her a lifelong income stream. According to a lawsuit in

State Supreme Court, two men used the forged deed to obtain a mortgage. Then they sold INSIDE NYTIMES.COM
the house to an accomplice — or straw buyer — and refinanced it, taking $570,000 in

equity, court papers say.
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A version of this article appeared in print on April 15, 2009, on page More Articles in New York Region »
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