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MI Casza? Sue Casa!

Hispanic immigrants cry foul over an alleged 5t. Louis housing scam
By Chad Garrison

Upton Sinclair was the first to admit that his muckraking novel, The Jungfs, missed its mark. Jennifer Siiverberg
"I aipned at the public's heart,” said the auther. "By accident, 1 hit it in the stomach.”

The 1906 novel tells the story of the Rudkus family, Lithuanian Immigrants freshly arrived in
rurn-of-the-century Chicage. Scon the family comes across 8 smooth-talking real estate agent
who speaks thelr native tongue and assures thesm the quickest route to financial freedom is
tome ownership.

But the home they purchase from the agent is in deplorable rondition and costs much more
than thoy'd been told. Forced to make payments on the house or risk losing cverything they
have, all of the family members go to worlk in the clty's netorious meat-packing industry,

One hundred years later, The Jungle is widely credited with spurring leglstation that led to the
araation of the Food and Drug Administration. As for the plight of the working poor — which
the author hoped to illuminate in his novel — thelr struggles continue.

A case now unfolding in S5t Louls has all the trappings of a Sinclair navel. It inchudes an

unsuspecting immigrant community, allegatiens of fraud and deceit, and an American dream
kurned nightrmarce.

The story begins with attornays Gustave Arango and Ken Schmitt, who over the past couple of raudulen lc-

) ; ; . g - n docufherits
years have carved out a small but tidy niche serving Hispanic cllents on issues of immigratlen. qualifled Alfonso del Rio and

The 36-year-old Arange, @ native of Colombia, gives free legal clinics at churches and E'S daughter, Mtahria. for a .
community centers. After the clinles, some attendees show up at the attorneys' hurmble ?f'“zt gy say they canng
couth-caunty law office to retain thair services In securing green cards and other Immigration 2007

matters,

Jenpifer Sliverbergphoto by
Last December, while Arango was giving one of his froe sessions at Our Lady of Guadalupe Jennifer Sitverbergphota by
Catholic Chureh In Fergusan, a Mexican woman approached him. The woman clalmed che'd  Jennifer Silverbergphoto by

been swindled into purchasing a heme she could not afford. Although she'd told her Jennifer Silverberg
Spanish-speaking agent that she could only afferd a home costing around $70,000, the houge AFOrneys Gustavo Aranga
she purchased through the agent two years ago cost $103,000. (left) and Ken Schmitt believe
as many as 70 Hispanic
Arango brought the woman's case to hig law partner, Schmitt, who eyed her complalnts immigrants may have fallen

warily. Real estate claims, he notes, can he meticulously petty and difficult to win, as one can vlctim to the alleged scheme.
never be certain who's baen promised what, Plus, the woman had signed off on the purchase

of the home, even if her limited English made It unlikely she understood all of the sales Jennifet Silverberg
contracks,

It wasn't untit Schmitt took a cursory glance at the woman's closing documents that he, too,
became susplelous. There an the setttement statement was a 446,781 commission charged to
the seller of the home, Cots Realty Investrments Ing,, and payable to the woman's real-estate
agent, RE/MAX Associates, By comparisen, 5ays gehmitt, a typical 7 percent salas commission
on a $103,000 sale wauld be around $7,000.

"hat just didn't make sense te me," recalls the 39-year-old attorney, "Immediately, T began
to think that Cots Realty and RE/MAX must have some kind of relatianship.”

A look at files on record with the Migsouri Secretary of State's office revealed Cots Realty
Investments to be owned by Nigesan-born brothers Joseph and Leonard Adewunmi. At the
tima, the hrothors also served as agents with RE/MAX Associates — the same company
Sehmitt's client contracted with to represent her as a buyer,

"She had no idea the seller of the home worked for the same agency that was supposad to be B
representing her as the buyer," Sehmitt says. "At tha very least, that's a conflict of interest
and should have heen discloged."

The attorney was alse intrigued by the fact that his elient (an undocumented woman who

asked that her mame nat be used for this article) clzimed to knew many more Latinas wha felt According te its owner, the del

they'd boen deceived when purchasing @ home through the Adewunmis' RE/MAX agency — Rio t'}ome is still in need of
particularly when represented by the brothers' Spanish-speaking assistants, Christian Joe! repars. .
Juan and Denisse Clmos. :
Last X _— ! . . o Detoils ?
menth Arango and Schmitt filed a class-action lawsuit in St. Louis Clty Circuit Court, ——————— !
alleging Joseph Adewunmi and real cstate agents warking on his behall "formulated a clear Wha / What: !

and well-established pattern and practice constituting a scheme of deception and fraud in
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arder to carey out an unlawful merchandising practice,” Gustavo Arango

Ken Schmitt
The suit also claims the defendants steered an untold number of Latine cients into purchasing immigrant community
homes owned by the Adewunmis, These hemes, the sult alleges, were priced well In excess of slass-action Jawsuit
fair market vatue and far beyond what the buyers could afford.

Accormpanted by their attorney, Robert Feldmann, Jogeph Adewunmi and Christian Joel Juan met in the offices of the
miverfront Times earlier this week to dispute the allegations. Contrary to the charges laid out in the sult, the real estate
brokers say their business practices weré designed to benafit — not harm — Hispanics.

"As an irmmigrant myself, my primary clients are other immigrant groups — Hispanics, Arvabs, Bosnians — who are
undarserved in thie market,” says Adewunml. "The way things have been put [in the lawsuit) hurts my feelings becausa
everything I've done in my real astate career so far is to try to make sure thege people don't get taken advantage of. This suit
i& coming from people who think they can blackmall me and get money aut of me."

This Wednesday the Adewunmis' Lusiness partners, Dean Fotter and Marty Ribaudo of the Des Peras-hased RE/MAX
Associates Plug, formally severed ties with the brothers because of the lawsuit, (Prior to forming the partnership, ait four
brokers worked tor a similarly named RE/MAX agency, RE/MAY Associztes, which had offices in Clayton and Des Peres,)

Ribaudo says he's discussed the case with Joseph Adewunmi, and theugh he's seen no gvidence of wrongdoing, he felt it best
that they part company.

"Thig concarns ug greatly,” Ribaudo says. "This is qur livelihood and reputation on the line, We're just as anxious to get to the
bottem of this as anyone.”

A freckled, gulet 60-year-ald from the Mexican state of Michoacén, Alfonso del Rio secured his green card In 1990 and has
since worked a number of low-wage jobs In California and Arkansas,

Six years ago he landed in St. Louis, Mls most recent job has him washing dishes for the tony Racquet Club Ladue. Del Rig

earns just $% an hour, but that didn't stop him from buying a hame last year through RE/MAX Agsociates Plus agent Chrlstian
Joef Juan.

Speaking in Spanish, del Rio tells how he calculated a budget allowing him to afford, at best, a $70,000 home with a monthly
mortgage of around $600 — and that's anly If his live-in daughter, Maria, halped make payments, But, del Rlo says, Juan kept

steerlng him toward more expenslve homes, first telllng him he qualified for an £B8,000 lpan, then upping that figure to
$105,000.

Alter viewing just four homes last summer, del Rlo recalls, he felt pressured in August 200% to purchase a house Juan shawed
hirm an Dahlia Averue in south St Louis, The horme was being remadeled, but, aceording to del Rio, Juan assured him that
everything would be fixed by the time he maved In.

Unbeknownst to del Rio, tie home was owned by Juan's employer, Inseph Adewunmi, and his Cots Realty Investments.

Srhmitt and Arango's lawsuit alleges that the only homes agents Juan and Olmos showed thelr Spanish-speaking clientele
were properties owned by Cots Realty,

Adewunnii and Juan counter that they show dients a wide varlety of homes; it just happens that the hemes sold by Cots
Realty Investments are affordable for immigrants,

Del Rlo's home cost $135,900; his manthly mortgage payment is $960, How can a dishwasher affard such a place? Because
del Rio's loan dorutnents — allegedly prepared by Juan, according to the suit — showed him earning far more than his annual
incame of $16,497. The application included payment atubs and tax returng claiming del Rlo held down a second joly earning
423,000 per year as a laborer with Spectrum Group Inc,

Del Rio says he never worked for any such company. Records with the Secretary of State's offlce show that a company with @
sirnilar name operated in Missourl for @ short while [h the 19903 but went out of business in 1997,

Adewunmi and Juan deny any role in the alleged manipulation of del Rie's loan documents, From their fileg thay produce @
contract written in English and Spanish and signed by del Rio that states he provided them with correct and accurate laan
informatian, including tax records, paycheck stubs, bank staternents and credit information.

Adewunimi and Juan place the blame on the loan offteer, Jeffrey Epple, another of the comwners‘of RE/MAX Associates Plus,

as wall a5 a defendant in the lawsuit. Adewunmi and Juan say it was Epple’s jab to verify the loan information. (Eppie could
nat be reached for comment.)

"All T do is run their credit scores,” Adewunmi says, "I rely on the lender to chack the loan infarmation. They're the ones who !
are supposed to do that."

Schmitt and Arango Yist del Rio a5 the named plaintiff in the: class-action sult bacause of his legal status in the United States.
But based an the attorneys' research, thers may be as many as 70 other potential plaintiffs who've purchased hormes owned
by Cots Realty Investmants over the past three years and whose loan documents have beon falsified.

“We really don't know how many peaple may have been impacted,” says Schmitt, "That's why we filed as 2 tlass-action. :
We'ra hoping maore people will came forward." i

The attorneys say del Rio (as well a5 other Hispanic hamabuyers) never met with anyune other than the real estate agents
when buying the homea. The suit alleges the defendents purpesely interposed themselves between the alleged victims and alt
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pther entities customarily invalved in the purchase of real estate,

"Thoy never let therm meet with the appraiser, the loan officer or a representative of the title company,” says Schitt, "There
was never any third party ta say, 'Hey, wait a second. Do you know what you're signing?™”

Adewunmi refutes that claim. Yes, his real estate agents shepherd clients through the hame-buying process, but that's only
pecause cients heed the agents to serve as interpreters.

"Mast of the time, lenders or the title company don't speak Spanlsh, so I've hired agents who can help them through the
process,” 5ays Adewunini, "T've asked RUD [the United States Departrent of Housing and Urkan Developmant] and the
Realtors Association to provide me wlith farms in Spanish and I'd pay for them, and I wasn't able: to get any of those forms." |

Storles like del Rio's ne longer surprise Mira Tanna and Katina Combs of the Metropolitan St. Louls Equal Housing Opportunity
Council (EHOC). Over the past two years, the fair-housing advocates have filed ten diseriminatlon complaints with HUD. Seme
complaints allege that aAdewunrmi, and agents Juan and Olmes, falsified loan documents and failed to disclose thelr financial
interest in homes thay sold to immigrants at prices far exceading market value,

swe found that many people didn't know the price of the homes smtll the clestng,” says Combs, "And on some gecasions, '
buyers signed blank sates contracts that the agents woule latar ff out with financial terms. Wwhen they complained that the
hames were more than they could afford, they were told not to warry, that the payments would soon go down."

Adewunimi's attarney, Robert Feldmann, says HUD looked into the complalnts and found no avidence of wrongdoing. But a
spokeswaeman with the federal housing agency says the complaints are still under review,

1n their unadarned office in the Forest park Southeast nelghborhood, Combs and Tanna keep a spreadsheet of some 40
homes in 5t. Louis that Cots Realty Investinents has gold over the past three years. Nearly every sale has been to peaple with
Hispanic last names and, says Tanna, often at prices much greater than what Cots originally paid for the propetty.

"we found houses Cots purchazed for $32,000 and turned around and seld a menth and a half later for $92,000," Tanna says.
"In gomée cases it could be that Cots is investing in and improving these propetties, but from what we've seen that's not
always true. Many of these homes are in very poor condition, The buyer ig completely upside-down on the loan. Some have
bean foreclosed on. There's no way they could resell the house for what they pald. So they're warking extra hoursg or finding
additional jobs to keep hold of the property.”

Adewunmi maintains that the homes are cold for market value, with many of Cots Realty Investments' propertles requiring
two independent appraisers hefare a bank is willing to sign off on a loan,

"We don't cut ecrners,” he says. "These homes are sold for what the market dictates.”

Several of the loans for the Cots Realty Investments' homes came thraugh mertgage broker Jeffray Epple, formerly with
Gorman & Gorman Horme Loans, When that company underwent # change In ownership last year, Epple went to work for
Debra Gorman and Assoclates Home LOans.

Debra Gorman declined to comment for this story. Mark Gorman, owner of Gorman & Gorman, says he's unaware of the
lawsuil.

As a co-owner of RE/MAX Associates Plus, Epple kept a loan offlce in the Des Pares property that he shared with the
Adewunmis. RE/MAX Assaclates Plus co-owner Blbauda says Epple recently moved to Florida te open a mortgage company.

In their suit, Schmitt and Arango allege that Epple accepted loan applications fram Juan and olmos without exercising due
diligence and while knowing, or having reazon o believe, that the supporting documents were fraudulent.

“Many of the lean doguments were completely made up," says Combs. "When I'd tell people how much they earned according
to the loan documents, they couldn't believe It They were like, 'T wigh I earned that much!®™

1n 2004 Tanna and Combs contacted the Missouti Atterney General's office to report the alleged fraud, but things turned
problematic because many of the complalnants are not legal restdents. Tanna says the talk on the streats |s that authorities
are less llkaly to deport illegal immigrants who own # home, because they don't want to expel someane who oweg maney to
the bank, But apparently that theory was not strong encugh to allay fears that the Attarncy General's office would report the
ilegals to the Department of Homeland Security.

"yas, we were contacted about this," says lohn Fougere, spokesman for Attorney Genaral Jay Nixon, "But if the complainants
are unwilling Lo come forward and testify, it hampers anything we ¢an do." What rmost angers Maria Lucrecla Knapp is that

real-estate agents Christian Joel Juan and Denisse Otmos used thelr language skills as native Spanish speakers to allegedly
take advantage of fellow immigrants.

As founder and directar of Manos Unidas, an immigrant-rights organization run out of Our Lady of Guadalupe, Knapp says
she‘.s heard fram sevaral people over the past two years who feel they were deceived by Juan and Olmos. Many of the alleged
victims, she says, felt intimidated by the agenks.

“They're targeting undecumented peaple, and they're threatening them that if they make too big of a fuss, they'll alert
autharitics and gat them deported,” Knapp s3y5.

Juan denies that he made any such threats,

This spring Knapp introduced 38-year-old Sophia ¢ attorngys Schmilt and Aranga. Although a legal resident, Sophia asked

dafs 7/11/2006 11:38



1'1vf_‘.IILIU'Il‘hllll‘-'\:"“"ll"l |

that her real name not be used in this story. She gained refuges status in the United States three years ago and worries that
s paramilltary group that threateped her life in Coelombia may discover her whercabouts, Beyond that, Sophia dogsn't want
sp. Louls city officials to track her down.

Two years aga she purchased a Cots Realty Investments home through agent Denisse OImos. The home was naver ingpectad
by the city priov to Sophia and her famlly maving in. It likely wouldn't pass inspection today.

Located in the Tower Grove South neighbarhood, the clapboard house is in a state of disrepalr. Like del Rlo, Sophla says she
was pramised lmprovements to the home would be made before the sale, but says she was not allowad to ingpect the house
prior to ¢losing. St. Louis real eatate recards show Cots Realty Investments purchased the home for $35,000 in May 2004.
Twa months later, they sold the hore to Saphia for $105,000.

If Cots Realty put $70,000 worth of work into the home, Sophia 8ays, she doesn't know where it could have gone. Over the
past two years, her husband has made some superficial improvements to the home — expanding the llving raom and
widening ¢losets — but It still feals something like a carnival fun hausa, The secend-floor stairs are tiited almost to the point

of falling over, and the sagylng basement is held up by a temporary support heam. An advertised "bedroom” In the unfinished
caffar is litthe more than a cubbyhole with a mattress.

When Sophia called Cimes to complain that the promlsed (IMprovements had not been made to the home, she says the agent
tald her not to worry, They'd resell the house for $160,000 and get her money back, That was twe years ago, Sophid $ays she
hasn‘t heard from Qlmos since.

Sophla's loan docurnents, [ike de] Rio's, contaln erroneous information. For the past year Sophia has worked part-time as a
bartender at a Hispanic nightclub. The job pays a few Wundred doliars per month, but the loan application for her home has
Sophia earning $3,200 per maonth with Dormire Security % Consultants in Maryland Heights. Mo such company axists,
accordlng to the Secretary of State's office.

Sophia says she spent thousands of dollars to make the home habitable but reallzes she'll Hikely never sell the house far what
she paid for it

"They're taking advantage of people who come to this country loaking for a positive change,” Sophia says. "We demand
justice.”

Whether justice will actually he served remains a quastion, cautions attarney Ken Schmitt,

"We hope to get the victims thelr money hack, but that depends on what kind of acsets the defendants may have,” he says.
"In the short run, we just want to expose the practice and put a stop to "
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