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WITH FEW QUESTIONS

About this series

;the relationship between cfime and pawning activity.

The newspaper craated. amnwdatahass otthe
159 602 pawn transactions that were recorded in Fort
{euderdale in 1885, The pawnsiips were sant to the
Police Department by-Fort Lauderdale’s gawnshops and
secondhand dealers, as required bymhmmswh
Sentine! requested cipies of thedocuments under
Florida's Sunshine Law.

Some mmmm—sz,m—mm
emerad into a Police Department commder and ware
provided 1o the newspaperon-a computer disketin. The
remaning 37,198 forms mmmmm
the Sun-Sentinel,

The two databases mmwmmw
computer rasearcher Michasl Meiners tocreate one
tatabase containing information about all frereactions n

g:xm Feb. 13 wmﬂiﬂnﬁ&m h;;mmng
ecauseof t pokice files

‘ummmmmammﬂ
m:pm

©On Ock. 4, pawn slips e the-ones ussd to.bulid the
Sum-Sentinel database hecgme exempt

Fablic Records Law. Because they s now barred from
mﬁnam&hmﬂy  this sy eould not be done
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The neon offer of quick -cash beckons

East Side Pawn, 1569 South Federal Highway in Fort

A

tions of pawnshops in the United States.

potential customers to  Lauderdale. South Florida has one of the largest concentra-

To pawn an item in Florida, you must leave a name, address
and thumbprint. Think that prevents stolen goods from
winding up in pawnshops? Think again.

By SCOTT
GLOVER
and EVELYN
LARRUBIA
Staft Writers

INSIDE
B Capsule
looks at
prolific
pawners.
21A

H It's tough
for cops tg
track goods.
22A

en Lovell Braswell stole his
Weighbor's lawn mower in July,
he knew right where to take if to

turn a quick buck: the pawnshop.

It didn’t matter that he already had
one mower in hock In his hundreds of
trips to the Cash America pawnshop on
Sunrise Boulevard he'd come to know
the clerks, he said. They didn’t ask a lot
of questions.

“I wasn’t nervous at all,” said
Braswell, who is on house arrest after
pleading no contest to charges of deal-
ing in stolen property. “I knew they
weren't going to be asking me anything.”

In South Florida, which suffers one of
the nation’s highest property-crime
rates, pawnshops are a fast, easy outlet
for crooks to convert stolen property to
cash — like ATMs for burglars.

Nowhere in South Florida is the prob-
lem worse than in Fort Lauderdale,
where burglary and theft rates rank
third in the nation and where the pawn-
broker's three-ball symbol is more com-
mon than McDonald's Golden Arches.

Some pawnshop clerks admit they
will do business with anybody who
doesn’t come right out and tell them an
item is stolen.

There is a supposed safeguard —
forms sent to the police listing the
name, address and thumbprint of each
pawner.

But cops, short on staff and woefully
behind in computer technology, have all
but ignored the clues the pawn slips
may offer. And no one else can look As
of Oct. 1, these forms were closed to the
public by a new state law.

The Sun-Sentinel, in a computer
analysis of the nearly 70,000 pawn trans-
actions that took place in 1995 in Fort
Lauderdale, found the following;

W Of the city’s 50 most frequent pawn-
ers, 39 have criminal records in Florida:
19 have been arrested for burglary, theft
or related crimes; another 14 have faced
drug charges — almost always cocaine.
Police say many burglars steal to sup-

PLEASE SEE PAWNSHOPS / 20A

A brief history
of pawning,
and an
explanation of
the three-ball
symbol of
pawnshops.
PAGE 22A




Prolific pawiiers:
no jobs, .ots to sell

FROM PAGE 1A

port drug habits.

W Pawnshops routinely accept
merchandise that workers suspect
is stolen. Shop owners say it's not
their job to determine who owns
property being pawned — their
clients sign pawn slips swearing
the property is theirs, and police
get copies of these forms,

M Thieves brazenly pawn stolen
goods, sometimes only hours after
a burglary, then leave their
names, addresses and thumb-
prints behind on pawn slips they
know are being sent to the police.
They get away with it, police say,
because cops don't pay much
attention to the forms. In fact,
fewer than half the pawn slips for-
warded to Fort Lauderdale police
are entered into the department's
computer, severely hampering
efforts to detect suspicious activi-
ty or patterns.

No jobs, but lots to pawn

South Florida has one of the
largest concentrations of pawn-
shops in the country. Broward has
122; Palm Beach County has about
70. By comparisorn, there are only
80 pawnshops in all of New York
City.

South Florida is also besieged
by burglaries — 80,000 last year in
Dade. Broward and Palm Beach
counties,

Isthere a link?

Cops say yes.

When Fort Lauderdale police
set out to tackle the city’s notori-
ous burglary problem this year,
the first step was tighter scrutiny
of pawnshops — and the people
who use them. Detectives began
working cases backward, using
the pawn slips of {frequent pawn-
ers to solve burglaries. Within
weeks, they had made several
arrests and recovered tens of
thousands of dollars in stolen
property.

Tt!e first pawner they arrested
admitted to a spree of at least 10
burglaries. He had hocked most of
the stolen goods for cash, detec-
tives satd.

“This guy was partly in busi-
ness because of the pawnshops,”
Dgctlective Keith Abrahamsen
said.

But pawnbrokers say only a tiny
fraction of the property they take
in turns out to be stolen. They see
themselves as the poor man's
bank, making small loans to cus-
tomers who have nowhere else to
turn, Instead of credit. borrowers
necd only some form of collateral.
A VCR, TV, toolbox — pretty
much anything of value will do.

The pawner gets quick cash in
exchange for a promise to repay
the loan, plus up to 300 percent
annual interest, usually due with-
in 30 days. If the customer doesn't
pay up, the pawnshop can sell the
property.

Many of Fort Lauderdale's most
prolific pawners have at least
three characteristics in common:
No job, an arrest record and a
seemingly endless supply of

“With some

of these
places, if
you were to .
walkin -
there with
something
that could
somehow
suck up
everything
that’s
stolen, the
shelves
would be
empty.”
—_ Sg’( Robert =
Smith, head of
the Fort
Lauderdale
Palice
Department's
burglary squad
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What do
you say?
Sun-Sentinel

EDITION

DIGITAL EDITION:
Go on-line to respond
to this story. Find the
Digital Edition mes-
sage boards on
America Online (key-
word: SSDE News,
‘Messages'), then
share your comments.

l‘_j bhone, 2ave

B message
by calling one of the
numbers below, then
entering calegory

Coming
Monday:

The new Florida
Pawnbroking Act
was touted as tough
measure to clean up
the pawn industry.
But some law
enforcement
officials say the law,
which took effect
Oct. 1, is making the
job of policing the
state's estimated
1,300 pawnshops
even tougher. Critics
say the law does
little for burglary °
victims whose
property ends up on
pawnshop shelves.
The best way for
thern to get back
their stuff? Buy it
from the pawnshop.
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things to pawn.

Mark Udell is fairly typical,

Udell, 35, has an arrest record
dating back to 1981, including con-
victions for shoplifting and
cocaine possession. He visited
Fort Lauderdale pawnshops 64
times last year.

Among other items, he pawned
seven T'Vs, eight VCRs, four boom
boxes, two stereo systems and two
stereo receivers. All the while his
pawn slips indicated he was
unemployed.

Udell's favorite place to do
business was East Side Pawn at
1569 8. Federal Highway, where
he pawned five VCRs
in a single week

his place to ask such questions.

“If he's coming in my store with
a VCR, I'm not asking him where
he got it,” the pawnbroker said.
“Tt's the police’s job to find out if
it's stolen, not mine.”

Another regular at East Side
was Samuel Santos,

In September 1995 alone,
Santos pawned 176 packages of
brand-new batteries, 178 rolls of
film, and a dozen disposable cam-
eras. He made 29 trips to the
pawnshop that month, sometimes
two in one day. His take: $374.99.

Wasserman said he did not
remember anyone pawning s¢

many batteries. Even

“We don’t ask if be did, he said, he

“Obviously, some- wouldn’t have paid
thing's amiss,” said someboc!y any attention.
ﬁgt.dRo?erItl Sn%‘ith, ‘Where did “You don’t ask

ead of the Fort N where things come
Lauderdale Police you get it? from,” Wasserman

Department’s bur- They sign the said. “If you don't

glary squad. “He
doesn't even have a

means to legitimately
own all that stuff.”

[pawn] form
job. He can't have the swearing it’s
theirs.”

take those batteries.
the puy down the
street will.”

Santos was sen-
tenced to probation

Udell couldn't be ___ Barry Fisher. a this year after back-

reached for com-

to-back arrests for

ment, despite mes- clerk at Mo possession of stolen
sages left with two M property and posses-
family members and oney sion of cocaine.

an attempt to relay a

message to him through East Side
Pawn. Pawnshop owners say he
remains & regular customer.

Max Wasserman, co-ownefl of
East Side, said none of the items
Udell pawned had been reported
stolen.

Wasserman said he thought
Udell was “living on the street"
and had been using his mother's
credit card to purchase the mer-
chandise, then pawning the goods
for cash,

Asked why he would accept
property under such circum-
stances, Wasserman 5aid it wasn't

Reporters were
unable to find Santos for com-
ment, and telephone numbers he
left on pawn forms were incor-
rect,

Wasserman himself pleaded no
contest to dealing in stolen prop-
erty in 1986 after an undercover
detective sold him a pair of “hot”
VCRs during a sting. Because it
was his first offense, the guilty
plea did not go on his record.

He blamed that charge on a
cocaine problem: “That was a
long time ago ... I had a drug prob-
lem," he said. “I didn't fill out a
slip apnd I paid dearly for it. I

learned my lesson.”

In June, he was cited by a
Broward sheriff’s detective on
charges of failing to write down
an item’s proper serial number on
a pawn slip at another pawnshop
he owns in Lauderhill. That case
is pending.

Wasserman called the most
recent allegation a “BS charge”
by an overzealous detective.

‘Pawn Your Car?

East Side isn’ the only store to
attract prolific pawners, The Sun-
Sentinel found suspicious transac-

tions in neariy all the city's

busiest pawnshops.

At Mo Money pawn on West
Sunrise Boulevard — where a
semitrailer once sat in hock in the
front lot — a hand-lettered sign
implores passing drivers to “Pawn
Your Car!”

Like clockwork. dozens of regu-
lars stream into the mustard-col-
ored shop, pawning everything
from answering machines to zoom
lenses.

Jerry Singer, part-owner of Mo
Money, declined to be inter-
viewed about any of his cus-
tomers.

But records show Paul Couto
was one of his best

During January and February
1995, Couto walked into Mo Money
at least twice a week — and
some*times two or three times a
day. Among the many items he
pawned: nine cameras, four beep-
ers, three VCRs and two TVs.

And jewelry — lots of it.

In his 38 trips to Mo Money,
Couto brought in 13 women's
rings, 10 men’s rings, 11 necklaces,
six watches, three bracelets, three
pairs of earrings, four pendants
and four charms.
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On Jan, 12, Coulo pawned a
class ring with the inseriplion:
Texas A&M "93 D. Kenny. The

Too hot to handle

hour after a Fort Lauderdale home was burgled on June 17, Erik Ray, right, pawned some
oAtp&:ts‘:gfenoilems at Cash America at 1010 W. Sunrise Blvd., he told detectives. Ray was arrested for

the burglary, and the victim identified her goods. Ray awaits trial.
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Estimated value of items: $1,120
. What pawnshop paid: $257

. next morning, in
his first of three
trips to Lthe pawn-
shop that day, he
broughl in anoth-
er ring. It bore the
initials DJG.

In all, Couto
was paid $3,219 —

, an average of $B4
8 trip.

His two-month
pawning spree
came to an abrupt
end a day alter his
last transaction at
Mo Money. He was
arrested by Fort
Lauderdale

. police on Feb. 27,
1995, and charged
with burglary. He
ls now serving a
two-year senience
in slate prison.

Couto’s requenl
deliveries, coupled
with his unemploy-
meni, apparently
weren't enough to

arouse suspicion at
the pawnshop.

Mo Money clerk
Barry Fisher said il
wasn't his job to ask
people like Coulo —
or anybody else — the
source of their mer-
chandise.

“"We don’t ask some-

body, ‘Where did you
get it?’” Fisher said.
“They sign the form
swearing it's theirs.”

There's really only

one thing a customer can
say that is guaranteed to
botch a deal, Fisher said.



A SYSTEM Ir. HOCK

It's language so explicit that only
the most reckless pawnbroker
would ignore it.

“If we hear the ‘stolen’ word or
the ‘hot’ word or they say it fell off
a truck, we don't take it,” Fisher
said.

Scattered ameng thousands of
pawnshop patrons are dozens
with eriminal records — a sort of
Who's Who of local burglars.

Couto, for example, ranked No.
50 in the computer analysis of
most frequent pawners.

Wander Gail Jackson, a 26-year-
old who pleaded no contest to
shoplifting charges in 1995, was
third on the list. Jackson's 19895
pawning tally included nine
women's rings, five men’s rings,
three wedding bands, nine ear-
rings, eight bracelets, seven neck-
laces, 15 watches and 10 pendants
and charms. She also pawned
TVs, VCRs, boom boxes, Walkman
radios, binoculars, rods and reels,
drills and household items dunng
her twice-weekly visits to Fort
Lauderdale pawnshops.

Most of her business went to
Cash America.

““Wander's a character,” said
Keith Bebout, manager of the
Cash America pawnshop at 1010
W. Sunrise Blvd.

His eyes widened as he exam-
ined a 2-inch-thick stack of copies
of pawn shps Jackson had accu-
mulated in a year. She not only
was a frequent customer but also
an unruly one, Bebout said. She
used to hurl insults at employees
who refused to take merchandise
the store couldn't use, he said.

Bebout said Cash America nor-
mally won't do business with a
customer like Jackson.

“I really did not know why we
were dealing with Wander,” the
Cash America manager said.
“She’d always do loans, but she'd
never pick anything up.”

Jackson never listed a tele-
phone number on her pawn slips,
and reporters' attempts to find
her were unsuccessful.

Most pawners don't seem to
mind leaving behind such key
information as their names,
addresses and thumbprints on
forms they know are being sent to
police. Braswell, the guy who
admitted to stealing the lawn
mower, said he knew the cops
would get a copy of his pawn slip
because he’'d been busted that
way once before, Still, he said, he
took the risk.

“1 was desperate. T was tight.

This summer, Fort Lauderdale .
cops launched a special effort to
arrest career criminals. The first
place detectives began looking for
burglars: pawnshops.

Erik Ray, 25, was arrested in
July and charged with four bur-
glaries. He unloaded most of his
loot in pawnshops, detectives say.
In one case, he pawned the prop-
erty he was accused of stealing
only an hour after the burglary.

In September, Corey Graham, a
20-year-old with a string of
arrests, pawned a one-of-a-kind
24-karat gold necklace and gold
coin pendant only hours after it
was yanked from its owner during
a strong-arm robbery near
Victoria Park. Cops found and
arrested him because of the name
and address he left at the pawn-
shop.

Who should spot bad guys?

Regardless of-who is doing the
pawning, business is booming in
the Sunshine State. Florida has
1,300 pawnshops, more than any
other state, according to the
National Association of
Pawnbrokers.

As of January, Broward had
more pawnshops registered with
the state than any other county,
according to a study by a Florida
State University law professor.
Palm Beach County ranked fifth.
The FSU study did not include
figures for Dade, but it was not
listed in the top five counties, The
state Department of Revenue
“would not reveal the number of
shops in Dade.

In Fort Lauderdale the number
of pawnshops has doubled since
the mid-1980s, to 28 today. In
Broward, 70 of the county’s 122
pawnshops have opened since

1990

Pawnbrokers say that nation-
wide, less than half of 1 percent of
the property they receive is ever
determined to be stolen.

Police say that statistic is mis-
leading; much of the stolen prop-
erty on pawnshop shelves can’t be
identified because most burglary
victims don’t keep receipts or
records of serial numbers of their

possessions.
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE




CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

“With some of these places, if you were to
walk in there with something that could some-
how suck up everthing that’s stolen, the shelves
would be empty,” said Sgt. Robert Smith, head
of Fort Lauderdale’s burglary squad.

While state law prohibits anyone from accept-
ing property that “a reasonabie person” would
think is stolen, pawnbrokers say it is neither
their job nor their duty to see “suspicious” pat-
terns among their customers or to refuse to buy
what they think might be stolen.

That is the whole point, they said, of the
Florida law requiring them to send pawn slips
to the police.

So it didn’t raise any red flags for a clerk at
Classic Pawn on Broward Boulevard when fre-

quent customer Alfonso Bostic pawned eight
bicycles and five beepers in just over

tion.

Gary Grubbs, president of the Florida
Pawnbrokers Association, said he “seriously
doubted" the veracity of the study. If true, how-
ever, it was “certainly cause for concern,"”
Grabbs said.

That concern seemed evident as 3 reporter
read aloud the list of items frequent pawner
Couto had hocked during a two-month spree,
before he was arrested for burglary. ’

“Jesus Christ," Grubbs said under his breath
about midway through the list. “I get the point, I
get the point.”

For cops, the newspaper's investigation yield-
ed few surprises.

“These findings just confirm what law
enforcement has always suspected,” said Capt.
Jim Hurley, head of the investigations division
at the Fort Lauderdale Police Department.

seven months,

“1 have no red flags,™said the indig-
nant clerk, who would identify him-
self oniy as Mike, His manager, Steve,
who alse would give no last name,

“I stick by the letter of the law,”
Mike said, explaining that he reli-
giously fills out the required pawn
slips and sends them to the police. “If
a detective can’t pick that up, maybe
there's something wrong on that
side.”

“If he’s

“There is a direct correlation
between the pawn industry and
property erime."

Hurley conceded that the
department is “way behind" in its
efforts to police the ecity's pawn-
shops.

One problem is the antiquated
system of typing information from
the pawn slips into the depart-
ment's computer by hand rather
than receiving it electronically.

Until this summer, only one

Robert DiMattina, who owns two employee — who spent half her
Fort Lauderdale pawnshops, also  coming in time working for snother police
blames the police for not catching on !m“h— m&s?‘onsxble lfor enter-
to the patterns of suspicious pawn- my store g u‘:lt% P n?p lﬁz‘:':si cllpts)ye‘l;eulz
o with a VCR, g i .

y glary detectives. She couldn't

Dig‘daaft?n:gepgslgel;lsazl- and ‘1?;;‘1‘2';'35 I'm not keep up.
pawnshops. - . As a result, fewer than half of
The woman, who wrote on her @SKINgG him ﬂl‘;_ SIIP:IW?:'? :lnte_md c1111t199t5 sig-
pawn slip that she worked in a con- where he nificantly hindering detectives
valescent home, pawned 55 rings, chances of noticing patterns or
ranging in size from 4% to 11% She got it. It’s s“ﬁﬁ"ﬁ‘?“]s gtf;ltgt%een our biggest

2?,‘;“ le,:icﬂfdmg 5‘6?:,‘:.:“5 17°£J§;: the police’s failure,” Hurley said. He has

laces, 21 pairs of earrings, and 13 jOb to find utfk;; mﬁ‘ﬂ%ﬁ gegosl’s—ccil%xlliya:::’tf

watc}:sﬂ'u ?nzwals -m_szlol;ﬁgr' out if it’s unteers helping to c:omput_erize

T ey, Stolen: Not  BEaiv i ettt

ingT?hee%::fan becﬂ.:,i;“;th}fﬁ;‘:‘ 2:; mine.” career burglars — to combat the

criminal record. Her name is nei- — Max f’ﬁ' oblem S,inif he é?qk.charge of
ther Frances nor Florence. ¢ investigations division a year
. In an interview, the woman Wasserrnan, agﬂblear]y the police need to be
o od ner nUmerous pawns were co-owner of able to work that kind of informa-

legitimate.

She said the inscribed pieces of East Side Pawn

jewelry, and rings of various sizes,

were given as gifts to her mother, who

worked as a maid. She said that her mother

willed them to her when she died in 1894, and
that she had to pawn the pieces to help pay
bills.

The woman said she did not know why her
pawn slips listed incorrect telephone num-
bers and employment information.

“1 can’t remember,” she said.

Even Payless 2 owner DiMattina conceded
that his customer's frequent pawns seemed
suspicious. But he defended his elerk for
accepting the jewelry, and praised him for
completing the pawn slip and sending it to the
police.

“That is the best lead the Police Department
can have. I just gave them evidence. Go get her!”
DiMattina said. “They ought to pay me to be a
detective.”

At least one pawn industry official was skepti-
cal of the results of the Sun-Sentinel’s investiga-

tion,” he said,

But pawnshops’ attitudes need
to change, too, Hurley said. Some
shops seem all too willing to do business with
people who appear to be dealing in stolen

g )

He cited a sting that police ran in October in
which an undercover detective posing as a bur-
glar tried to sell “stolen” property in several
pawnshops.

There were plenty of clues that something
was wrong. For one, the detective is black but
was using identification bearing a white man's
picture,

He kept saying things like, “I almost got bit by
the dog getting out of the window.” He repeated-
ly described the microwave he was trying to
pawn as “hot.”

“The deal was going fine — until (the officer]
used the word ‘stolen,” said Detective Jack Gee,
who was working the sting.

“The pawnshop employee actually said: “You
said the magic word, Now I can’t take it.™



Frequent customer at Mo Money

Paul Couto, right, visited Mo Money Pawn, 400 W. Sunrise Blvd., in
Fort Lauderdale 38 times during January and February of 1995 before

he was arrested and charged with burglary. Here is what he pawned
during that time.
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Top pawnshop customers

Chroniques

Alberic

B Pavmshop visits: 101

B Sample of items
pawned: 14 beepers,
11 cell phones, two car
stereos, eight rings.

H Employment: None.

B Criminal record:
Charged in 1992 and
1994 with passing
worthless checks and in
1983 with delivery of
cocaine, possession of
cocaine and possession
of drug paraphemalia,
Judges accepted no
contest pleas and never
adjudicated him guilty.

H Pawnshops
frequented: Classic,
Payless Jewelry #2, Mo
Money

B Status: Stili pawning
as of Sept. 31.

Alfonso

Jerome Bostic

B Pawmshop visits: 66

B Sampie of ems
pawned: 12 bikes, 14
beepers, five car stere-
os, four portable stere-
os, two VCRs, eight
rings.

8 Employment: Roofing

company or none listed.

B Criminal record:
Convicted in 1994 of
burglary, theft and
grand theft auto

B Pawnshops

Payless #3
B Status: Still pawning
as of Sept. 31.

Paul Couto

B Pawnshop visits: 45
to several

i Sample of Hams
pawned: 13 women's
rings, 10 men's rings,
11 neckiaces, six
watches, three pairs of
eamings, three
braceiets. One ring was
inscribed: Texas A&M
93 D. Kenny. Another
read: DJG.

H Employment: none
listed.

B Criminal record:
1995 conviction on two
burglary counts and
grand theft. He was
sentenced to 24
months in prison.

Pawnshop
frequented: Mo
Money, others

Il Status: Serving
sentence in state
prison.

Wander

Jackson

B Pawnshop visits: 106

H Sample of tems
pavwned: Nine
women's rings, five
men's rings, three wed-
ding bands, nine ear-
rings, eight bracelets,
seven necklaces, eight
women's watches,
seven men's watches,
10 pendants, three
portable stereos, four
Walkman radios.

B Employment: None
listed

H Criminal record:
Arrested and pleaded
no contest to 1994
retail theft charges and
sentenced to a rehabili-
tation program.

H Pawnshop
frequented: Cash
Amarica

B Status: unknown



Top pawnshop customers

Here are the vital statistics of a few of Fort Lauderdale’s most frequent pawners,
based on a Sun-Sentinel computer analysis of the nearly 70,000 pawn slips gen-
erated in the city in 1995 and other research:

Samuel Santos

B Pawnshop visits: 73

B Sample of items
pawned: 176 pack-
ages of batteries, 178
rolls of film, 12 dispos-
able cameras.

B Employment: listed
as Motorola, but phone
rnumber supplied not a
Motorola number.

# Criminal record:
Arrested in 1996 for
possession of stolen
property and theft and
sentenced to two years
probation; a few
months later arrested
for cocaine possession
and trespassing and
sentenced to two years
probation.

B Pavmshop
frequented: East Side

B Status: Last known
trip to pawnshop Aug.
27.

Wayne Nathan

Koch

B Pawnshop visits: At
least 23, between June
1995 and June 1996.

H Sample of items
pawned: Four new
computers still in the
box, fax machines,
other office equipment.

W Employment: None.

@ Criminal record:
Arrested in June 1995
and charged with four
counts of grand theft,
one count of dealing in
stolen property and one
count of fraudulent use
of a credit card.

B Pawnshops
frequented: East Side

W Status: Fugitive. Koch
is heing sought to stand
trial on the 1995
charges.

T

Mark Udell
S Pawnshop visits: 64
H Sample of items
pawned: Seven TVs,
eight VCRs, four
portable stereos, two
home stereo systems, - -
two stereo receivers.
B Employment: None
S Criminal record:
Charges include 1981
credit card fraud, 1992 |
larceny, 1993 larceny,
1994 cocaine posses-
_sion, 1995 shoplifting,
1995 possession of
cocaine. He was con-
victed of the 1954
cocaine possession and
the 1995 shoplifting
charges.
B Pawnshop i
frequented: East Side :
B Status: Still pawning
as of Sept. 31,
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Pawn law tips scales against crime

Hottest
pawnshop
trades on
Wall
Street.
PAGE 8A

By EVELYN LARRUBIA
and SCOTT GLCVER
Stalf Writars

As a pawnshop clerk laid out the gold
charms, one adorned with Teddy bears
and another with the words “#1 daugh-
ter,” Erlea Garcia squealed with delight.

“That's my 3ewelry1” the 14-year-old
cried again and again.

Four charms, five chains, a ring and a
VCR had been stolen days earlier from
the Fort Lauderdale aparlment where
Erica lives with her grandmother,
Beatrice Santana. Detectives found the
booty in a pawnshop.

Santana remembers standing inside
the shop four months ago, looking at her
belongings and assuming she’'d be able
to take them home.

She was wrong.

“The owner of the pawnshop told me
that if [ gave him $250, he'd give me my

things,” Santana said.

“I said to him: ‘How come I've gol to
pay you? That's my property,” she said,
“I'm not going to pay for what's mine."”

If her stolen belongings had been
found in a neighbor's home, the police
would have been able to take them and
glve them back {o Santana,

But because the property was found in
a pawnshop, stale law says she has to
wait for a judge to award it to her.

That legal process is stacked against
Santana.

To gel a civil court hearing, she would
have to piunk down $200 in filing fees.
She would have to sue not only the pawn-
broker but also the thief who pawned
her property.

If she lost the case, she could be made
to pay legal fees and costs for both the
pawnshop and the pawner. But if she

PLEASE SEE PAWNSHOPS / 6A
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Burglars struck Beatrlce
Santana’s home months ago.
To recover her property from
the pawnshop, she sald the
owner told her she’d have to
pay $250.
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PAWNSHOPS

Many burglary victims
say system failed them

FROM PAGE 1A

won, she could try to recover her
costs only from the pawner,

And though she is required to
name Lhe pawner in her suit, a
new Florida law blocks her from
getting his name from the pawn
records.

Santana did eatech one blt of
luck: A suspect wag arrested In
her case, and now she hopes to
eventually win her property
back from a criminal court
judge.

Many people don't bother with
all this. If they find their proper-
ty in a pawnshop, they just buy it
back,

Florida law wasn'l always so
tilted against erime vietims,

Until the late 1980s, il a cop
found stolen property in a pawn-
shop, he could seize it and hand
It over to its owner.

But pawnshops complained
they were losing thousands of
dollars as police plucked jewel-
ry, TVs and stereo systems off
their shelves day afler day.

So in 1988, four Fort Laud-

erdale pawnshops sued the city,
saying police were violating
their constitutional rights. They
won.

Only judges, not police offi-
cers, have the power 1o deter-
mine ownership, a federal judge
ruled. He ordered the law
thrown out.

Police and Florida legislators
respended with a new statute,
Chapter 538, which gave theft
vietims two ways to recover their
property.

Victims could wait for police
to arrest the thief, then ask the
criminal court judge to return
their properily once the case was
done.

Or they could file a civil suit,
called a writ of replevin, without
having to pay court filing fees.
The writ would lead to a hearing
before a judge, who had the
power to return stolen property
to its owners.

Either way, Lhe exira step of
going to court proved too much
ol a hassle for many victims, The
writs were used extensively
elsewhere in the slate, but never

seemed Lo caich on in South
Florida, detectives say.

Instead, police say, paying
shops to recover stolen property
became common practice.

5till, the pawnshops grumbled
about too many losses.

“T would get calls [from shops]
saying Lthis writ of replevin is
just killing us,’” said Mary
Jackson, director of public and
government relations for Cash
America International, the
world's largest pawnshop chain.
“It was a business nuisance, to
say the least.”

Sometimes the courts would
award properly to owners even
if they didn't file criminal
charges, Jackson saild.

So the pawnshop industry,
with a big push from Cash
America, sought to change the
law. .

Pawnshop officlals approach-
ed Sen. Fred Dudley, R-Cape
Coral, a conservative legislator
who last year sponsored 40 bills,
About half of them concerned
business issues.

S1aff phola/PRESTON C. MAC

ABOVE: Barbara
Lewis had Lo pay $740
for her stolen jewelry
at a pawnshop.



lave something to
ay about issues
sised in this
eries? Here's who

ycall and how to

omment:

2 give your views on
e new Florida
awnbroking Act:

Sen. Fred R. Dudley,
R-Cape Coral, who
sponsored the bill.
Dudley's telephone
number at his law
office in Bonita
Springs is 941-947-
8811.

Fer your state
iegislator in
Broward, call the
Broward County
Legislative
Dedegation at 954-
3I57-6555.

For your state
egislator in Palm
3each County, call
‘he Palm Beach
County Legislative
Jelegation at 561-
355-2406.

“or your state
egisiator in Dade
Sounty, call the
Jade County
-egisiative Delgation
it 305-375-4088.

f you have a
:omplaint against a
ipecific pawnshop,
:all The Florida
Jepartment of
\griculture and
sonsumer Services
elp line at 1-800-
35-7352. All Florida
awnbrokers must
pply for a license
fith the agency,
fhich began regulat-
1g pawnshops
et 1

Dudley, 52, a lawyer, has

served for 14 years in the
Florida Legislature,
where he has carved out a
reputation as someone
who works to pass laws
favorable to business.
““He's definitely a
friend.” said Jon Shebel,
president of Associated
Industries. the state’s
largest business lobby.
“He's good for business.”
The group annually
ranks legisiators’ voting
records on business
issues. Dudley ranked
No. 13 among the state’s
40 senators this year, vot-
ing in favor of the lobby-
ing group's position 85
percent of the time.
When the pawnbro-
kers association ap-
proached him, Dudley
told them — as he has
told many other indus-
try groups — to write
the bill, and he would
work to get it passed.

The result was the

Florida Pawnbroking
Act, which went into
effect Oct. 1. It adds
considerably to the
hassles faced by theft
victims.

If your home is bur-
glarized and your
things turn up in a
pawnshop, you can’t
just walk down to the
courthouse and sue to
get your property
back.

First, you have to
get a copy of the
police report of the

Sun-Sentinel

N2
digital
EDITION

Go on-line to respond
1o this story. Find the
Digital Edition mes-
sage boards on
America Onlino (key-
word: SSDE Nows,
‘Messages’}, then
share your comments.

theft,

Then, you have to let the
pawnshop know you want your
property — telling the owner he
has vour stolen belongings,
describing them in detail, and
giving the shop owner a copy of
the police report. You also need
proof that you made this claim,
such as a written receipt from
the pawnshop or a return
receipt of a certified letter.

Then you wait 20 days. giving
the shop time to negotiate with
you out of court.

If you can't work it out, then
you canfile a writ, but you have
to sue both the shop and the
pawner.

Suing the pawner can be a
Catch-22: The new law says that
pawn slips — the forms that
include each pawner’s name,
address and thumbprint and
which are sent to police — are
no longer publie records, con-
cealing the pawner's identity
from a theft vietim.

Even if you can figure out who
pawned your property — if
police make a burglary arrest,
for example — you still have to

Phota/JOSE R. MENDEZ

LEFT: Sen. Fred
Dudiey sponsored the
Pawnbroking Act that
makes it harder for
crime victims to
reclaim pawned goods.
He says he will work to
amend the act.

find the pawner to serve the
legal papers.

And the addresses on crooks’
drivers’ licenses, state IDs and
pawn slips are often old, accord-
ing to Bill Williams, a pawn
detective with the Palm Beach
County Sheriif's Office.

“If you can't find 'em, you
can't serve 'em. If you can’t serve
'em, you can't have a hearing,”
Williams said.

Plus, you now have to pay fil-
ing fees of $200 up front for the
writ and hope to recover the
money from the pawner when
yov win. Vietims who lose in
court have to reimburse the
pawnshops and the pawners for
their attorneys’ fees and costs,

“The victim’s recovery process
has been narrowed to pay now,
pay later,” said Orange County
Sheriff’s Deputy Sandy Seton,
who polices pawnshops in the
Orlando area.

Cash America’s Jackson said
the changes were necessary to
correct an inequity.

“The balance of the scales of
justice leaned way too far in law
enforcement's side,” she said.

Written

comments:
Letters to the Editor,
Sun-Sentinel, 200 E.
Las Olas Bivd., Fort
Lauderdale, Fla.
23301-2283 or fax the
edttor at 954-356-4624
in Broward and Dade
and at 561-272-3189
in Paim Beach County.
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But now, cops say, they lean;
too far the other way. ol

Besides the hassles victims}
face, the Pawnbroking Act
makes policing pawnshops mord,
difficult and less effective. i

For example, the new law
seems to allow clerks to violate!
paperwork requirements withs
out facing criminal charges. .4

Cops can file charges only
against a licensed shop ownerg
and only when he or she willfuls
ly fails to fill out pawn slipg
properly. B

The crime also has beem
reduced from a first- to a second;
degree misdemeanor.

Administrative fines against
shops that violate state law have
been cut in half, too, from
$10,000 to $5,000.

And the new law bars locdl
governments from imposing
more stringent requirements. . ¥

But police said that the
Pawnbroking Act is not all bad.?

“They threw us a few bones,”
said Pinellas County Sheriff
Cpl. Larry Earp. 4

Cops now can force pawn-
shops to hold suspected stolen
property for 90 days, 30 days
longer than before. But the hold
order must include explicjt
information, including the vie-
tim’s name. 5

The law also adds a statewid
requirement for the pawners'
thumbprints on forms, some-
thing many local governments
already required. z

And it makes pawnshops send
daily electronic records of pawn
activity to police, but only if
shops already have computers
and police provide the software.

Humndreds called against
bill; one letter was for it

b4
Dudiey, the sponsor of the
bill, said that he intended the
law to help police and that he's

received a good response.
“The really encouraging pgrt
here is when you talk to law-
enforcement people around the
state, the people who are on the

firing line every day, they're -

very positive about the new
law,” Dudley said.

When the Sun-Sentinel can-
tacted the proponents Dudley
named, however, they were less
enthusiastic. !

“Basically, we're screwed,”

said Heather Hughes, a Brevard

County sheriff's pawn unit ana-
lyst . .

Said Orange County Sheriff
Kevin Beary: “I can live with it.”

Hillsborough County Sheriff
Everett Rice remains “neutral”
on the bill, according to his staff.

Dudley told fellow lawmakers
that the bill was needed to pro-
tect consumers from shady
pawnshops.

The Pawnbroking Act _dges
protect patrons by requiring
less-affluent shop owners to post
bonds, limiting annual interest
rates to 300 percent and setting
up a licensing system geared to

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

Catch-22

A new state law that went into effect in October makes 1lt-f )
harder for victims of burglaries to recover thel_!: property if it

turns up in pawnshops. &

What happens: ﬂ
property report. y_

4. Victim must get a copy of the stolen-
2_ victim claims the goods from the

awnshop directly by giving shop
gwners a copy of the police report
and a description of the stolen
property. Victim then needs to "

et a written receipt from )
?he pawnshop or a return receiptofa
certified letter to prove he made the claim.

3. Victim waits 20 days, giving the
pawnshop time to work out a deal
out of court. That could just mean
that pawnshops will continue to

offer victims the chance to buy back
the goods for what the shop gave the
pawners for them.

4. If no agreement is reached, .
victim's next recourse is to sue. v

The caten ‘ : and the pawner.
i against the pawnshop and yawner.

;u{-gm?ut]:\gl ;g}ig: 21:\:1 a%cess to the pawn slips identifying
the pawner. ) ‘

P \/ictim has to pay $200 in filing fees and hope to recover the
fee from the suspected thief. :

P victims who lose in court must reimburse the pawnshop and ‘
the pawners for their attorneys’ fees and costs.

a
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Victims say law
to clean up shops

made things worse
FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

handle complaints.

But protecting pawnshop cus-
tomers was never a pressing need,
according to Gloria VanTreese,
director of the state's Bureau of
Consumer Protection.

The bureau, a statewide clear-
inghouse for comsumer com-
plaints, received only 20 griev-
ances against the industry in 1993,
1994 and 1995 combined, she said.

Dudley said he did not
- approach police to get their
thoughts on pawnshop regulation.

He said he left that up to the
industry — something he does
whenever special interests ask
him to author bills. :

Few cops knew about the bill
until it was being discussed in
Senate hearings. By then, they
- said, they couldn’t stop it.

“At the time, the attitude was:
This is probably going to pass, so
let’s make it so we will at least be
a player in this,” said Orange
County Sheriff Beary. He was one
of four Florida Sheriff’s
Association members who met
with pawnbrokers for a few hours
during the legislative session and
“worked out a compromise.”

Police never spoke about the
bill during three Senate commit-
tee hearings. The only references
to law enforcement were made by
Dudiey, who said he thought the
Florida Sheriff's Association sup-
ported his bill.

Dudley also told fellow legisla-
tors that his bill would cut down
on the amount of stolen property
ending up in pawnshops, mainly
by making sure felons don't own
shops.

“There is no prerequisite what-
soever in the law short of paying
$45. That's all you have to do to be
a pawnbroker in the state,”
Dudley said during one hearing.

Actually, the old law required
background checks by the
Department of Revenue. And the
law already prohibited anyone
guilty of theft or fraud, including
misdemeanors and civil cases,

How pawn shops make money

It's a no-lose proposition for a pawn shop when a customer walks in
seeking quick cash. Here is how it works.

The customer: Needs cash. Has a $300 VCR and $170 gold

antique neckiace to pawn.

| IS OPTIONS F e \
PAWN IT sELL ouTRionT T ¢

ltems are used as collateral ‘:_p
for a loan ... anywhere

between 10 and 50 percent
of the item's value, For
example, the customer gol
15 percent on this pawn.

VCR: $45 Neckiace: $25

Customer gets $70 and pawn
teket. Customer agrees to pay
back loan, usualy within 30
days, Shop hoids iterms in
secure area. :

After 1 1o 30 days

Customer retums to
claim items. He pays

back $70, plus interest.

In this case, $17.50.

In effect, the customer |

haes paid 25 percent

interest on a 30-day loan. {Seme
shops extend pawns up to 90 days,
but interest accrues monthly.)

Pawn shop profit $17.50
After 60 t» 90 days

If customer does not
redeem or pay interest

.
i
L

in allotied time, pawnshop can sell item,

Customers could get a little
more moneay - about 10 to 15
percent - if they sell the items
outright. in this example, the
customer got 30 percent of the
iterns' value for the sale.

VCR: $80  Necklace: $50
Customer gets $140 and a recaapt.
Shop nolds tems for 15 days -

a secure place. gving palice tme
to find out It they are sioen

After 15 day»
P The shop puts the items up
s . for sale at 80 percent of
’ their value. n this case,
$240 for the VCR and
$136 for the necklace.

If the shop sells the items, it
eventually makes about 168
precent profit on the sale.

Pawmn shop profit: £236

often for twice or three times the amount of

the pawn. In this case, they wers both

eventually sold at their asking prices, $216
for the VCR, $136 for the neckiace. The goid
necikdace also could have beaen meltad down.

Pawn shop profit: $282

from owning a pawnshop. It even
kept out people who pleaded no
contest to some charges.

The new Pawnbroking Aect
specifically denies licenses only
to convicted felons and not to peo-
ple judged guilty of misdemeanors
or of fraud in civil lawsuits.

Like most interest groups seek-
ing new laws, the pawnshop indus-
try didn't stop at lobbying.
Industry groups and companies
made at least $12,500 in political
contributions to legislators and
political parties in the past two
years.

Cash America, for instance,
gave $2,500 to the state

THERESA ALHRECHT/Safl

Democratic Party in February and
$1,250 to the Republican Party.
The Florida Pawnbrokers Associ-
ation gave $2,500 to the Repub-
lican Party in April, about three
weeks before the vote on the bill.

On May 2, the Pawnbroking Act
passed the Senate unanimousiy
and the House by a 111-8 vote.

Gov. Lawton Chiles received
hundreds of calls and half a dozen
letters against the bill and its pub-
lic records exemption. Only one
letter asked Chiles to sign the bill.
It was from Agriculture Com-mis-
sioner Bob Crawford, head of the
state agency that now regulates
pawnshops.



A SYSTEM IN HOCK

Dudley says hel work
to fix problems with Law

Many of the protesting letters
and calls came from members of
the Florida Law Enforcement
Property Recovery Unit a state-
wide pawn detectives group.

“The pawn association did this
with their concerns in mind. By no
streteh of the imagination is this
[law] consumer- or burglary vie-
tim-friendly,"” said Jerry Vermette,
a veteran pawn unit detective for
the Hillsborough County Sheriff's
Office and head of the state recov-
ery group. "We couldn't give this
our stamp of approval, but it got
passed like a snowball.”

Chiles let the bills become law
without his signature on May 25,

“He did not sign it because he
did not feel strongly about it,” said
Karen Pankowski, a Chiles
spokeswoman, But that's typically
how bills become law in Florida,
she said.

Of the 582 bills that reached his
desk last year, Chiles signed only
99. Another 451 became law with-
out his signature. He vetoed 12.

In an interview with the Sun-
Sentinel, Dudley acknowledged
there are problems with the
Pawnbroking Act and the public
records exemption that makes
pawn slips secret.

He said he will propose a bill
during the next legislative session

to fix some of the flaws.

Barbara Lewis hopes these
changes help people like her.

Lewis was mugged Sept. 18 near
Holiday Park in Fort Lauderdale.
The thief got away with her purse
and $18,000 in jewelry she carried
inside.

A day later, some of her jewelry
was pawned at Payless Jewelry 2
on Broward Boulevard. Rather
than wait for a judge, Lewis paid
$740 to buy it back.

“There they are, looking at you
with a straight face, but kind of
smiling too, telling you, "This is
ours now, pay up,’ " Lewis said. "]
was very angry. Just thmkmg
about it makes me angry again.”

Among her jewelry was a 24-
karat gold chain from Thailand
bearing a rare red gold Russian
coin. In a recent appraisal, it was
valued at $3,000.

The pawner, Corey Graham, 20
got $300 for the piece. He was later
arrested on charges of armed rob-
bery and dealing in stolen proper-
ty in the Lewis case.

“This was obviously a very
expensive, unique piece,” Lewis
said. “They had to know it didn’t
belong to any 20-year-old kid.
They did their paperwork — fine.
They also knew they were dealing
in stolen property.”

TUESBDAY: Changes in law,
attitudes needed for reform.

About this series

This series is based in part on a Sun-Sentina/
sompuier analysis that is thought to bethe first
study to explore the redationship between crime
and pawning activity.

The newspaper created a computer detabass
f the £9,602 pawn transactions that were
‘ecorded in Fort Laudeardale in 1995, The pawn
slips were sant to the Pelice Department by Fort
-auderdale’s pawnshops and secondhand daal-
rs, as required by state aw. The Sun-Sentinel
‘squested copies of the documents under -

wore provided to the newspaper on a computer
diskette. The remalning 37,198 forms were
amered into computers by the Sun-Santinel. :
The two databases were then merged by Sun-
Sentinel computer researcher Michael Meiners to
reate one datebase containing information
about all transactions In the Police Department’s

files, The period of Feb, § through Feb, 13, 1895,
Is not included Inthe analysis becauss of missing
palice fies.

The Sun-Santinel used the computer program
Paradox to anatyze the data In many different
ways, Including ranking the city's meost frequent

PEWNErS.
To ersurs scoracy, the newspaper double-
checked some fransactions — those of the city's
busicet pawners and others who pawnad marny
of the same types of hems —against the origiral

pawn tickets held by police.

“Then the newspaper checked the criminal
ecords of the city's 50 busiest pawners and oth-
wrs with suspicious pawning pattems.

On Oct. 1, pawn slips fike the ones used to
bwild the Sun-Sentina! database bacame exsmpt
{rom Florida’s Public Records Law. Because they
are now barred from public or modia scrutiny,
this study could not be done today.
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Want a piece of shons?
“ry Wall Street

By SCOTT GLOVER
and EVELYN LARRUBIA
Staf! Writers

The inventory fills shelf after
shelf — used weed whackers,
VCRs, TVs, microwaves, wed-
ding bands, bicycles, even bowl-
ing balls. 1t hardly conjures
visions of a Wall Street darling.

But if you want a piece of Fort
Lauderdale’s hottest pawnshop,
the New York Stock Exchange is
exactly where you'll find it.

Traded under the ticker sym-
bol PWN, Cash America Inc.
International, based in Fort
Worth, Texas, has 336 stores
nationwide. Nearly half of them
have opened in the past three
years.

The company, which boasts
about $250 million in annual
sales, also owns a chain of stores
in the United Kingdom and
another in Sweden. Texas busi-
nessman and veteran pawnbro-
ker Jack R. Daugherty is chair-
man of the board.

Cash America has 49 shops in
Florida, including twe in
Broward and two in Palm Beach
County.

The company figured promi-
nently in the writing of Florida’s
new Pawnbroking Act, then lob-
bied to help ensure its passage.
In the past year, the firm has
sontributed $3,750 to state legis-
\ators and legislative candi-
dates, $2,500 to the state
Democratic Party and $1,250 to
the state Republican Party.

Like other pawnshops, Cash

CASH i o

I

BLOW OUT
53 97

America accepts just about any-
thing of value as collateral for
small loans, made at annual
interest rates of up to 240 per-
cent.

The chain attempts to lure
new customers by offering a
well-lighted, computerized alier-
native to the historic concept of
a dark and dingy storefront
operation.

. The plan appears to be work-

ing.

As of Dec. 31, 1995, Cash
America had 844,000 loans on
the books totaling almost $88
million, according to the compa-
ny's annual report.

“*This would be kind of the
IBM of pawnshops,” said Mike
Rapoport, a stock-market analyst
who watches Cash America for
the Los Angeles-based invest-
ment firm Dabnehy/Resnick.
“This thing makes money.”

Headquartered in a Fort
Worth building that once housed
a failed savings and loan, Cash
America is not only the largest
chain of pawnshops in the coun-
try but also among the nation's
largest gold producers,
Rapoport said.

As of Dec. 31,

g 1995, Cash

¢ America had
944,000 loans on
the books totaling
almost $88 miillion.

The company doesn’t own any
mines; it melts scrap jewelry
that ends up on its shelves, then
sells the gold on the metals
exchange as bullion.

“They've got buckets of the
stufl,” Rapoport said. “You see
that much gold and it looks like
brass. It's pretty amazing.”

Despite an aggressive public
relations campaign to clean up
the image of pawnshops, the
chain’s South Florida stores fre-
quently attract customers who
are pawning stolen property,
authorities said.

Bill Williams, pawn unit
detective for the Palm Beach
County Sheriff's Office, said the
two Cash America stores there
— at 1640 S. Military Trail and
5178 Okeechobee Blvd.. both in
West Palm Beach — are among
the busiest in the county.

And mainly for that reasen,
Williams said, the stores also
wind up with a lot of stolen prop-
erty. If an item listed on a pawn
slip turns out to be reported
stolen, authorities can order a
pawnshop to hold the item as
evidence.

“We call them about every



other day putting a hold on
something,” Williams said.,

In Fort Lauderdale, the Cash
America store at 1010 W. Sunrise
Blvd. has served not only as a
source of quick cash for thou-
sands of legitimate customers,
but also as a place to pawn
stolen property.

Police in recent months have
arrested two of the store’s regu-
lar eustomers who pawned items
that had been reported stolen. A
Cash America clerk, who has
since been fired, warned one of
the burglary suspects that detec-
tives were on his trail.

Tyrone Jones, the ex-clerk,
said he was off-duty earlier this
year when he warned Erik Ray
the cops were looking for him in
connection with some of the
things he had pawned.

Jones said the only reason he
wamed Ray was because the two
had been friends while growing
up.
"I didn't do it as part of my
job,” he said.

He did say, however, that
there were numerous Cash
America customers who pawned
so frequently as to arouse suspi-
cion, Few, if any, were ever
reported by the pawnshop to
police,

Mary Jackson, Cash America’s
director of public and govern-
ment relations, said the compa-
ny takes numerous steps to
guard against receiving stolen
property.

For example, Jackson said,
employees are trained to ask

questions if they are suspicious
that an item might be stolen.

“If someone brings in an
expensive set of Ping golf clubs,
asks for $20 and doesn't know
what a par is, we probably don’t
take the clubs,” Jackson said.

Employees also ask for
receipts for new products, and
ask customers to demonstrate
how to use items such as com-
puters, VCRs or video cameras.

But one former worker chal-
lenged Jackson's claim,

“Clerks are not trained to spot
stolen property,” said Ed Felts, a
former Cash America assistant
manager in Tampa and St.
Petersburg. *That’s a crock.”

What does their training
cover?

“It's just basically learning to
do your transactions,” said Felts,
who worked for Cash America
for about a year until he quit in
May.

Employee manuals do allude
to stolen property, Felts said:
They tell workers they don't
have to take an item if they don't
“feel right about it.™

Most employees wouldn't take
anything they knew was stolen,
but others succumbed to the
pressure of sales and loan goals
that Felts said were nearly unat-
tainable.

"I would say the biggest
majority of the managers are on
the up and up, but then you do
have the others who just don't
care. They know in their heart
and mind that it's bot when it
comes through the door, but they

6A Sun-Sentinel, Monday, November 25, 1996

don't care,” Felts said.

But Cash America spokes-
woman Jackson said that in most
cases precautions aren’t even
necessary. Less than one-half of
1 percent of property pawned
with the chain is stolen, she said.

“We work with people who
have financial needs, not people
who come to get rid of stolen
goods,"” Jackson said.

At the Sunrise Boulevard
store, the average loan is for $55,
and roughly 75 percent of cus-
tomers eventually come back to
redeem what they pawned, said
store manager Keith Bebout.

Dealing with up to 150 trans-
actions a day, it's sometimes
tough to kmow who's legitimate
and who’s not, he said.

“I'm sure we get some stolen
property,” Bebout said. “There's
probably a lot more than we:
know about because the police
are way behind. A lot of it we
never find out about because
people don't write down their
serial numbers.”

Sometimes, though, attempts
to hock stolen goods are too bla-
tant to be missed, he said.

“We'll get kids who ride up on
their bikes and try to pawn a car
phone,” he said. “Or a kid who
comes in with one kind of bike
in the morning. I tell him we
don't want it. He says, 'What kind
of bike do you need?’

““Then he’d show up in the
afternoon with exactly the bike
you'd told him. Il we remember,
we obviously don't take it.”
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Cops connect theft rate to pawn trade

87 percent of Fort Lauderdale burglaries are not investigated

Tips to

help keep .
your home
safe from
break-Ins.
4A

By EVELYN LARRUBIA

and SCOTT GLOVER
Sial Writers

South Florida is besleged by
burglaries.

With 80,000 break-Ins a year In
Dade, Broward and Palm Beach
counties, the region has one of lhe
highest property-crime rates In
the nalton.

The problem is so bad that Fort
Lauderdale police don't Invesli-
gate 87 percent of the nearly
6,000 break-ins that happen each
year In the city.

They will take a report, but
usually won't assign a detective
o follow up unless it's part of a
pattern of break-ins, the victlm
has serlal numbers on the stolen
goods, or the victim or witnesses

can suggest a suspecl.

The tri-county region also has
one of the country's highest con-
cenlratlons of pawnsheps. In
Broward alone there are 122
shops — easlly surpassing the
number In far more populous ar-
eas such as New York City, which
has 80.

The connectlon between an
enormous burglary problem and
a bustling pawnshop industry Is
more than casual, investigators
say.

“Pawnshops are one of the eas-
iest places Lo go with stolen prop-
erty,” sald Capt. Jim Hurley,
head of the investlgations divi-
slon at the Fort Lauderdale Po-
lice Department. “Unwittingly or

.not, I belleve pawnshops regular-

ly deal In stolen property."

Cops say they have a hard lime
stemming the tide of stolen prop-
erty thal ends up on pawnshop
shelves because of unfriendly
laws, some unscrupulous shops,
few detectives, uncoordinated ef-
forls among departments and
viclims who can’t identlfy their
stolen property,

One of the biggest impedi-
ments to tracking stolen goods In
pawnshops, police say, is the antl-
qualed systems for reporting
pawn transactions and keeping
the pawn slips,

Every day in Florida, shops
mall to their local police copies of
the dozena of individual pawn
slips for all the business they did
that day.
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Many police departments, even
in large municipalities like Holly-
wood, keep the forms on paper in
bulging file cabinets.

To find a particular stolen
watch, TV or VCR, burglary detec-
tives have to search through boxes
of hundreds, even thousands, of
forms. It doesn't help that they are
flimsy and often hard-to-read.

Some cities, such as Fort Lau-
derdale, have created computer
databases of the pawns to make the
search easier.

But fewer than half of the nearly
70,000 pawnshop transactions in
Fort Lauderdale last year were en-
tered into the department’s com-
puter because there is a single
clerk typing the pawn slips in for
only four hours a day.

And because burglars don’t nec-
essarily pawn stolen property in
the same city where they steal it,
detectives often have to search
more than their own files.

If a Fort Lauderdale detective
wants to know whether an item
was pawned a few blocks away in
unincorporated Fort Lauderdale,
he would have to ask a Broward
sheriff’s detective to check their
files.

To find out whether the property
was pawned anywhere in Broward
County, the detective would have
to make 27 phone calls to the other
jurisdictions and ask each of them
to search their files.

And many times it’s hard for de-
tectives to make matches because
most people don’t write down the
serial numbers for their TVs,
VCRs, computers, cell phones or
beepers.

The result is that burglars can
steal and pawn — putting a thumb-
print and their name right on a
form that goes to the police — and
there's a good chance no one will
catch them.

“People have been conditioned
that there is no certainly of punish-
ment,” Hurley said. “The solution
is, sadly, that law enforcement
needs to do a better job."”

He and others say the problems
that allow stolen property to flow
into the shops can be fixed. But
first many things, including laws,
need 1o change.

Detectives need computer tech-
nology for smarter policing. Pawn-
shops need to be more vigilanl
about the property they accept.
And victims have to protect their
homes better and keep track of ser-
ial numbers on their property.

Among the proposed answers:

B Update systems for
reporting and sharing
information from pawn tickets.

A new state law that went into
effect last month requires pawn-
shops to send their pawn stips to
police electronically, but only if the
shops already have computers and
cops supply the software and
modems.

Many cops say that's not enough.

For the forms to be a useful
source of investigative informa-
tion, all shops should have to send
their daily transactions electroni-
cally. And the departments
shouldn’t have to bear the cost.

Even better would be a central-
ized statewide program to match
all stolen property reports to all
pawn tickets, they say.

Investigators already send
copies of police reports to federal
and state authorities, so why not
send in pawn slips, too?

“Our burglars are going to other
jurisdictions {to steal] and our bur-
glars are taking their stuff some-
where else,” Hurley said. “We're
sending our reports off to the Na-
tional Crime Information Commis-
sion and Florida Crime Informa-
tion Center, and there they sit.
Nobody's matching up the stolen
property.”

The Palm Beach County Sher-
iff'e Office has developed a central-

se vigilant

ized countywide system to track
pawn transactions. And the
Broward Sheriff's Office is trying
to create a tri-county pawn slip da-
tabase that would automatically
compare pawned items with stolen
property reports.

But the $60,000 project is on hold
until mid-1993. Broward sheriff’s
burglary Detective Edward T. Si-
leo said, because it's not deemed a
high priority.

An organization of detectives
who police pawnshops, the Florida
Law Enforcement Property Re-
covery Unit, has long been a propo-
pent of a statewide computer sys-
tem to check pawn tickets against
state and national databases.

Setting up the system, the most
expensive aspect, would cost
between $150,000 and $200,000, ac-
cording to Jerry Vermetie, a ve-
teran pawn unit detective for the
Hilisborough County sheriff and
president of the group.

“But the Legislature has mever
felt it needs to be funded,” Ver-
mette said.



H Create an easier recovery
process for crime victims when
their belonginge turn up in
pawnshops.

The current law gives vietims

Commonly stolen goods

More than $1.5 billion in property was stolen in Florida last year. Only
about 30 percent was recovered. Some items likely to be stolen:

two alternatives. One takes too
long and the other costs too much.

Vietims can file an expensive
civil lawsuit. Or they can wait for
detectives to arrest a suspect and
for a criminal-court judge to re-
turn their belongings, a process
that in some cases takes years.

A state law that went into effect
last month, the Florida Pawnbrok-
ing Act, even creates a Catch 22.

To file a civil suit to recover
their goods, the law requires vie-
tims to sue both the pawnshop and
the pawner. But it also closes the
pawn slips to the public, keeping
pawners’ names secret.

Industry officials said they want-
ed the forms removed from the
publie record because their clienls
are taking out loans, and should re-
ceive the same protection as bank
customers, whose financial infor-
mation is private.

To avoid the hassle of going to
court, most victims just buy their
stuff back, paying the pawnshop
what it paid the suspected thief.

“Should the victim have to go
buy their property back? Hell, no,”
Hurley said. “Let the pawnshop re-
deem the loss from the burglar.
After all, they chose to get in bed
with them.”

One better method might be Iree
and faster civil court proceedings,
where judges would hear stolen
property disputes between thelt
victims and pawnshops within days
of the dispute, said Sgt. Robert
Smith, who heads Fori Lauder-
dale's burglary unif.

That suggestion sounds pretty
good to Mary Jackson, director of
government and public relations
for Cash America International.
The pawn giant, which has four
pawnshops in South Florida, is the
largest pawnshop chain in the
waorld.

“I think recovery should be quick
and it shouldn't be at a cost to the
victim,” Jackson said. The only
thing pawnshops ask, she said, is to
be able to talk to victims and may-
be work out deals before they file
suit.

8 Force pawnshops o be

more wary about the property
they accept, maybe by making

it unprofitable for them to accept
suspicious goods.

Pawnshops make money two
ways: first, through the high inter-
est they charge people who pawn
their stuff, and then by reselling
unclaimed goods for a hefty profit,
often twice what they paid.

Even when goods turn out to be
stolen, it’s difficult for shops to lose
money. Crime victims often buy
their property back, though shops
then nsnallv apras to sell it at their

Dollar value | Dollar value Percent
stolen recovered recovered

Bicycle $11.7 512 9.9%
Cam(‘erafphotq_“eguipment '12.8 o 0.4 2.9%
Appliances 282 10 3.7%
Jewelry/precious metal 148.0 6.2 42%
Computer equipment 49.0 L 3.2 6.5%
Radio/sterea .~ 330 AT Ba%
TVivideaNVCR 1 33.7 21 ’ 63%
. | of dobars)
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N
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SOURCE: Forida Department of Law Enforcement

purchase price.

But if pawnshops faced financial

pain for accepting stolen goods,
that could dramatically lessen
their willingness to take suspicious
property, seme cops and crirne vie-
tims say.
“I don’t think I should have to make
a deal,” said Marilyn Cunningham,
a Fort Lauderdale hurglary victim
who chose not to pay Cash America
to return her stuff. Instead, she
hopes a criminal-court judge will
order her belongings returned to
her when the case against the sus-
pected thief is closed.

“I know the pawnshop guy would
be the one that lost imoney], but
that should be pinned against the
guy who stole it,” she said.

Pawnshop owners counter that
at least when stolen property ends
up on their shelves, it can be recov-
ered. When it ends up in other ven-
ues where police don't have access
te who's buying what, such as flea
markets, victims haven't a prayer
of getting their belongings back.

“Unfortunately, we can't legis-
late business morality,” said Jack-
son, of Cash America.

B Victims have to be able lo
identify their property.

Burglary reports often are miss-
ing the key information that would
identify the property: serial
numbers.

Without them, police say, it's
nearly impossible to tell whether
the VCR they just found in a pawn-
shop is yours, or one of thousands
others of the same model.

“We're not getting hits on prop-
erty and the burglary rates are

Photo ibwuranion and graphic

soaring,” said Smith, the head of
Fort Lauderdale’s burglary unit,

@ Enact tougher regulations
on pawnshops.

Other places in the couniry are
trying creative methods to better
regulate pawnshops.

Minnesota, for example, re-
quires videotaping and electronic
reporting of all pawn transactions.

In Texas, anyone who wants to
open a pawnshop in a county with a
population of 250,000 or more has
to show a need for the service.

In New York, pawnshops are li-
mited to 3 percent interest a
month, a fraction of the 25 percent
monthly cap in Florida. Fees for
keeping and insuring property in
New York City are specified and li-
mited to between $5 and $25.

In order to sell unredeemed
goods, New York pawnshops must
hold public auctions. And they have
to reimburse the pawner for any
profit from the sale, discounting
the amount of the loan, interest,
fees and auction costs.

If Florida’s legislators can’t
write tougher laws, Smith said,
they shounld at least allow munici-
palities to make stricter
ordinances.

Fort Lauderdale tried to do that
last year.

Police officers Hurley and Smith
drafted a stronger city ordinance
that would have required all se-
condhand dealers, including pawn-
shops, to transmit their daily busi-
ness to police electronically. Shops
also would bave had to hold items
for longer than before, giving de-
tectives more time to determine

What do
you say?

Have something to
say about issues
raised in this
series? Here's who
to call and how to
comment:

To give your views on

the new Fionda

Pawnbroking Act:

M Sen, Fred R. Dudtey,
R-Cape Coral, who
sponsared the bill.
Cudley’s telephone
number at his law
office in Bonila
Springs is 941-847-
8811.

W For your state
legislator in
Broward, call the
Broward County
Legislative
Delegation at 954-
357-6555.

W For your state
legislator in Palm
Bsach County, call
the Palm Beach
County Legislative
Delegation at 561-
355-24086.

B For your state
legislator in Dade
County, cail the
Dade County
L egislative Delgation
at 305-375-4088,

B ityouhave a
complaint against a
specific pawnshop,
call The Florida
Department of
Agriculture and
Consumer Services
help line at 1-800-

435-7352. All Florida
pawnbrokers must
apply for a license
with the agency,
which began regulat-
ing pawnshops Oct,
1.
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whether goods are stolen.

“We had it to the point of sign
here, it's a done deal,” Smith said.

But the measure was shot down
by the state’'s 1996 Pawnbroking
Act. The law, which went into ef-
fect Oct. 1, for the first time pro-
hibits local governments from
passing pawnshop ordinances that
are tougher than the state law.

The state pawnshop association
asked for the provision because
pawnshops complained that local
laws were not uniform.

State Sen. Fred Dudley, R-Cape
Coral and sponsor of the Florida
law, acknowledged that there are
problems with the Pawnbroking
Act and an accompanying bill
which now exempts pawn tickets
from the public record.

“I didn’t say this was a perfect
bill,” Dudley said. “Just because
this law is passed and in effect
doesn't mean the barn door is
closed. If there's a glitch, we go
back in and fix it.”

B Cutting down on property
crimes has to be a priority for
police.

Every day, burglars commit
hundteds of break-ins in South
Florida.

Some cops say they think more
officers would help cut that num-
ber. But delectives cost meney, and
fighting violent crime — robberies,
rapes and murders — sounds more
enticing to politicians, bureaucrats
and the public.

“But most people that are vic-
tims of some form of a crime are
victims of burglary or theft, not
some sort of a violent crime,”
Smith said.

When Hurley took over Fort
Lauderdale’s criminal investiga-
tion division in late 1995, he said.
he was alarmed to learn how inef-
fectively the department was deal-
ing with the city’s notorious bur-
glary problem.

He tried to toughen local laws,
changed assignments and created a
new policy: burglaries would be ad-
dressed everywhere in the investi-
gative division.

In July, Hurley assigned a team
of detectives to track down career
criminals, especially burglars.
They started by looking at frequent
pawners,

In their first four cases alone, de-
tectives Keith Abrahamsen and
Jack Gee found $10,000 worth of
stolen property in pawashops.

“Everyone that we've checked so
Ear are career criminals,” Abra-
hamsen said. ‘‘The frequent
pawners are all career criminals.”

During the past six months, the
unit — which recently grew with
the addition of a third detective,
Bud Matthai — has made more
than three dozen arrests for bur-
glary, robbery, auto theft and deal-
ing in stnlen property.

Fort Lauderdale cops Jack Gee, left, and Keith

found

$10,000 worth of stolen goods in pawnshops in four cases.

The department also has
cracked down on how it polices the
shops. Before, a sole detective
monitored the city’s 28 pawnshops
and worked burglary cases. Now
all of the burglary detectives and
some patrol officers check the bu-
siest shops daily.

To help recovery efforts, the de-
partment in January began lending
engravers to neighborhood associ-
ations so residents can mark their
valuables with a driver's license or
Social Security tumber, making
the goods easily identifiable if
stolen.

7\,
Locking up

Even so, Hurley said, much sto-
len property gets by detectives be-
cause there are too many holes in
the system: a flood of burglaries, a
limited supply of ceps and laws
that give them too few investiga-
tive tools.

“If this was a pristine little
place, if we had one pawnshop and
no burglary rate to speak of, I can't
imagine rock monsters and bur-
glars taking their stuff to pawn-
shops. We'd be sitting on the door
and they'd be arrested.” Hurley
said. “But we can’t sit on the door.™

To prevent home break-ins, crime prevention

specialists recommemnd:

* P> Sturdy, well-instafled deadbolt locks on all deors.
P Metal or sofid wood external doors that fit tightly

in their frames.

the door.

= pile up.

M

"« p» Stop newspaper delivery.

L Putting a pin through frames of sliding doors to
prevent burglars from lifting the door off the track. iR

‘_ Sliding glass doors should also be locked ora .

Y| broomstick or dowel placed in the inside track to jam E T

» Do not hide keys around the outside of your home.
: instaad, give an extra key to a trusted neighbor.

- Before leaving on vacation, set timers to tum lights
on and off to create an ilusion that you're home. R

P Have the post office hold your mail so it doesn't

L P

-



Pawnshop
revelation
produces

an outcry

Residents are angered,;
legislators were ‘duped’

]
By SCOTT GLOVER
and EVELYN LARRUBIA
Stafl Wrhers .

Residents said .they felt out-
raged. Legislators said they had
been duped into passing a defec-
tive law.

They were reacting to a San-
Sentinel series that showed some
South Florida pawnshops are fre-
quented by criminals and offer an
easy outlet for crooks to turn a
quick buck on stolen property.

That series,
which began a

week ago to-
day, also re-

recently en- .
acted state

ds Pawabre-
king Act, THE REACT!
tims to recover their property
from pawnshops, and the law
tide of stolen property flowing
into the shops.

ported that a GV,

law, the Flori-

makes it tougher for crime vic-

does little to help police stem the
Response, from politicians, po-

lice and readers, has been swift

and passionate
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WAt least two legislators from
Sonth Florida said they felt
“duped” into voting for last ,
year’s Florida Pawnbroking Act. *
They said they would fight to
change the taw during the apcom-
ing legislative session. The mayor
of Fort Lauderdale, who also
serves as president of the Florida
League of Cities, said he would
support legislation that would
impose tighter restrictions on his
city's 28 pawnshops.

M Fort Lauderdale police offi-
cials will appesar before the City
Commission on Dec. 17 to “out-
line all the steps taken and ac-
tions in progress to address the
critical problems profiled in the
[Sun-Sentinel] series.” The police
will also tell commissioners
abont remaining steps to be
laken

@ Hundreds of readers bave
called, written or faxed their
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Readers, police,
legislators angry

about pawnshops

thoughts — to the newspaper, to
local legislators and to Sen. Fred
Dudley, R-Cape Coral, the spon-
sor of the Pawnbroking Act.

Most readers expressed out-
rage at the newspaper's findings
and called for new, tougher laws
to govern pawnshops.

Dudley was not available for
comment during the Thanksgiv-
ing holiday weekend, but a secre-
tary at his Bonila Springs law of-
fice said she couldn't even guess
at the volume of calls. “"The
phone hasn’t stopped ringing.”
the secretary said. I feel like an
answering machipe,”

Rep. Fred Lippman, D-Holly-
wood, said that when he cast his
vote for the Pawnbroking Act, he
thought that he was voting for a
law that would impose tighter
regulations on pawnshops and
make it easier for the police to do
their jobs.

“4 lot of what was written was
very enlightening, frankly,” Lipp-
man said. "In lhe House, when it
came over, it was a basic expla-
nation and off it went.”

Lippman said he would pursue
a law that would require an auto-
mated system Lo check pawn
transactions against stolen prop-
erty records in South Florida,

perhaps even statewide.

“] think you presented some- °
thing that requires immediate
legislative action,” he said.

Rep. Debbie Wasserman
Schultz, D-Davie, agreed. "My re-
sponse is that there’s really gap-
ing flaws in that law and that
we've got to do something about
it,” Wasserman Schultz said.
“Any bad word I can think of I
wouid apply to this law.”

Wasserman Schultz said she
too felt she was misled into vot-
ing for the Pawnbroking Act, and
an accompanying bill that barred
pawn slips from public scrutiny.

“T feel hoodwinked,” she said.
*Absolutely hoodwinked.”

She said the findings of a Sith-
Sentinel computer analysis —
which looked at the nearly 70,000
pawn transactions that took place
last year in Fort Lauderdale —
convinced her that many bur-
glars use pawnshops to get cash
for the stolen lool.

“It couldn’'l be more obvious
that these were people who have
robbed others, then sold the
stuff,” she said of the freguent
pawners highlighted in one story.
“How many people do you know
with no job and 12 gold rings?"” .

She said the new Pawnbroking
Act needs to be changed, “and I
will do everything I can as a state
legislator Lo change it.”

Police officials have scheduled
a presentation at the Dec. 17 Fort
Lauderdale City Commission
meeting to bring commissioners



SOUTH FLORIDA*SATURDAYeDECEMBER 14,

d b

. J

A
d e «
'd > u

el

N O

1996

Senator: Lobbyist is a close frlend

Dudley sponsored Pawnbroking Act; she represents brokers

By SCOTT GLOVER

and EVELYN LARRUBIA
Staft Writers

State Sen. Fred Dudley has
been involved in a close relation-
ship with a lobbyist for the state
pawnbrokers’ association — a
group for which Dudley spon-
sored a bill that eased regulations
on the industry.

Dudley said on Friday that he
co-signed a loan for lobbyist Lisa
Henning to buy a mew 1995 Mitsu-
bishi Eclipse. He also gave Hen-
ning rides to work and traveled

with her to a national pawnbro-
kers' convention this summer in
Las Vegas, Dudiey said.

Dudley, 53, R-Cape Coral, was
the sponsor of the Fiorida Pawn-
broking Act, a state law epacted
this vear that changed regulation
of the pawn industry and made it
more difficult for crime victims
o recover their stolen property
when it turns up in pawnshops.

Henning, 30, is registered with
the state as a lobbyist. Among ber
clients is the Florida Pawnbro-
kers Association.

Dudley’s estranged wife, Linda

Anderson Dudley, 47, of Cape
Coral, said her husband’s rela-
tionship with Henning was among
the reasons the couple separated.

“She was an issue,” Linda Dud-
ley said. “She was the reason
Fred moved out of our bouse.”

Bot Fred Dudley denied that
his relationship with Henning is
romantic.

“T think she’s a wonderful per-
son. She's a very young woman,”
he said. “Bat it is not an intimate
relationship.”

PLEASE SEE SENATOR /12A

State Sen.
Fred Dudley,
R-Cape Cor-
al, sponsored
the Pawn-
broking Act.
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‘Senator says
female lobbyist
is ‘close friend’

E

: Henning could not be reached
For commenl on Friday. Her boss
and the greeting on her office an-
%wering machine said she was out
of town. .

« In November, the Sun-Sentine!
published a three-day series de-
failing how sorme South Florida
pawnshops offer burglars an easy
wutlet for converting stolen goods
Jnto cash

-

¢ The series included stories on
Dudley’s new Pawnbroking Act,
scriticized by police as doing little
i1o stop stolen goods from flowing
Jnto pawnshops, while making it
tharder for the victims of burglar-
sies to recover their possessions
Jfrom the shops.
{ When asked in an Oct. 2 inter-
wiew with the Sun-Sentinel wheth-
ser he had any links to the pawn-
tbroker industry, Dudley said he
*did mot. “There's nothing sneaky
~going on here,” he said then.
= Dudley said on Friday he met
“Henning 10 years ago, when she
“was a clerical worker in the ad-
rministration of then-Gov. Bob
artinez. They have seen more of
weach other, he said, in the past
cihree or four years.
f He has given Henning rides to
swork “occasionally” and some-
stimes allowed her to borrow his
=car because she didn't have a car.
= In 1995, he co-signed a loan —
efor about $20,600 — for Hen-
sning's Mitsubishi, ““out of
Pfriendship."
L “She needed the car and I knew
=she had a good job," he said.
' Dudley initially denied that he
*co-signed Henning's loan. Twenty
minutes later in the conversation,
rhe excused himself to check his
wfiles, then said ke found papers
sthat showed he did eo-sign the
+loan,
¢t Last summer, after passage of
s the pawnbrokers’ act, Dudley
v 5aid he traveled to Las Vegas to
+ the national pawnbrokers’ associ-
[ . - = -
ration convention with Henning
Land ber boss. Dudley described
®the trip as “strictly business.”
¢ The senator conceded that his
rrelationship with Heaning may
s appear to be a conflict of interest,
“but said it bad no undue influence
- on his job as a lawmaker.
£, “I can see how it might be in-
i terpreted as a conflict,” Dudley
tgaid. “That's part of what I live
« with everyday. You do make a lot
" of friendships in this process.”

SENATOR

of the lobbying firmn Ericks Con-
sultants, said Henning and Dud-
ley are good friends, but that
there is nothing improper about
their relationship.

“It’s not for me to comment
on,” Ericks said. “What people do
in their personal lives is their own
business.” .

The disclosure of Dudley’s re-
lationship with Henning comes
the same week that State Sen.
John McKay, R-Bradenton, re-

‘signed as chairman of the Senate

Ways and Means Committee af-
ter being accused of having ap af-
fair with a lobbyist for the tele-
phone company Sprint.

McKay was a member of a dif-
ferent committee that was in-
volved in the passage of the 1995
telecommunications bill.

Linda and Fred Dudley sepa-
rated in early 1994 after 4
years of marriage. They have not
vet filed for divorce, Linda Dud-
ley said, but are discussing it.

She said her husband seemed
concerned after McKay's alleged
affair became public and Fred
Dudley's friendship with Henning
was mentioned in a gossip col-
umn in Thursday’s Florida
Times-Union in Jacksenville.

Fred Dudley is the vice chair-
man of McKay’s Ways and Means
Commitiee and would normally
be considéred a likely successor.

*He called me [Thursday] night
and asked me if I'd talked to the
press,” Linda Dudley said. “T told
him 1 hadn’t . . . but that 1
wouldn’t lie if they called.”

Most legislators contacted on
Friday would not comment on
Dudley’'s relationship with
Henning.

One, Senate Minority Leader
Ken Jenne, D-Fort Lauderdale,
said he thought the reiationship
gave the appearance of a possible
conflict of interest, *and Sen.
Dudley has to take care of thal
appearance.”

“I do think the signing of the
[car loan)] seems to go a little bit
too far,” Jenne said. “l1 would
hope that that personal relation-
ship has not affected his ability to
legislate independently.”

But Republican Sen. Mario
Diaz-Balart of Miami said he did
not believe Dudley did anything
improper.

“Nothing would concern me
with Dudley,” Djaz-Balart said.
'"He would not be unduly
influenced.

“I would see a huge conflict if a
person who was a lobbyist was
co-signing a loan for a member,”
Diaz-Balart said. “The issue is as
long as it's not the other way
around.”

Staff Writer Diane Hirth con-
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Changes are in works
for Pawnbroking Act

-By EVELYN LARRUBIA

and SCOTT GLOVER
Stafft Writars

Crime victims would be able to
recover stolen property more
easily and cops could better regn-
late pawnshops under a bill sab-
mitted by the state senator who
wrote the highly criticized 1996
Pawnbroking Act.

But the Fort Lauderdale com-
mission on Tuesday said that the
proposed change wasn't enough:
It wants the power to pass even
tougher city laws.

The move for more stringent
regulation comes a month afler a

series published in the Sun-Senti-
nel showed how some shops offer
thieves an easy way to turn stolen
property into quick cash and how
laws are slanted in favor of
pawnshops and against crime vie-
tims.

State Sen. Fred Dudley, R-Cape
Coral, proposed changes to the
law in a bill draft that could be
considered by the Legislature
next year.

Many of the changes are a re-
sult of meeting with the Florida
Law Enforcement Recovery
Unit, a statewide group of pawn

PLEASE SEE PAWNSHOPS /22A
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Senator offers
changes to law

that drew criticism

unit detectives that has been crit-
ical of the Pawnbroking Act.

Dudley was not available on
Tuesday to discuss specifics
about his proposed bill. Reporters
have not been able to reach Dud-
ley since Friday, when he con-
firmed that he was invoived in a
personal relationship with a lob-
byist for the Florida Pawnbro-
kers Association while the pawn-
broking bill was pending in the
Legislature.

Pinellas County Sheriff's Corp.
Larry Earp, one of the two recov-
ery unit detectives who met with
Dudley, said the propesed
changes include:

B Undoing a Catch-22 in which
the law requires burglary victims
to sue the suspected thief who
pawned their goods, even though
the law specifically exempted the
identities of pawners from public
records.

M Waiving a $200 filing fee for
burglary victims who want to sue
pawnshops to recover their prop-
erty. The Florida Pawnbroking
Act instituted that fee, which had

— E————
PAWNSHOPS

been waived under prior laws.

M Broadening guidelines that
ban certain individuals from ob-
taining a pawnbroker’s license to
include not only people who have
been convicted of felonies or
some misdemeanors, but also
those who pleaded guilty or mo
contest to charges even when the
court withheld a finding of guilt.

M Instead of only owners being
cuipable for not properly fiiling
out pawn slips or other similar vi-
clations, it also will make em-
ployees subject to citations or
arrest.

Earp said the proposed
changes will “make it a little eas-
ier for us. But it doesn't change
the intent of the law.

“If T wrote the law, it'd be dii-
ferent,” Earp said, “We'd proba-
bly come up with a completely
new statote — we'd start from
scratch "

Dudley’s changes may not sat-
isfy Fort Lauderdale officjals
either.

The City Commission on Tues-
day heard police and public con-
cerns about pawnshops, a meet-
ing prompted by the Sun-Sentinel
series.

“This is one problem that has
cried out for some changes,” Fort
Lauderdale Police Chief Micheal
Brasfield said.

Fort Lauderdale Mayor Jim

Naugle said the city will work for
legislation that would cut down
on burglaries by tightening pawn-
shop restrictions,

Among the commission’s big-
gest concerns: The Pawnbroking
Act forbids local governments
from passing stricter pawnshop
regulation.

Carlton Moore said.

Naugle. who is also president
of the League of Cities, said he
will also push to repeal the Pawn-
broking Act's public record ex-
emption. The exemption prohib-

its the public — even the victims
of crime — from viewing pawn
slips.

Comrmissioners also said the
Legislature must remove the
stumbling blocks the law places
before crime victims trying to re-
cover their stolen property.

While the cornmissioners dis-
cussed the law, an executive with
Texas-based Cash Ameriea, the
largest pawnshop chain in the
world, observed from the back of
the room.

Mary Jackson, director of pub-
lic and government relations for
the pawn giant, flew to Fort Lau-
derdale this week to meet with
the commissioners, police and
journalists to discuss concerns
about the Pawnbroking Act,



