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Like most bad government deals, it
wasn’t on the agenda. Broward County
Commissioner Ilene Lieberman brought
it up without giving staff or her col-
leagues on the dais time to study it. Her
motion may have seemed misguided at
the time, but it now seems to be some-
thing much worse. 

On August 26, 2003, the commission was
expected to approve this year’s health care
plan for the county. Before the vote, Lieber-

man, who is now mayor, proposed
that the county fund a

$10,000 study to evaluate
the health blueprint,
which had been careful-

ly hammered out in prior
weeks. She specified that the

money would go to a firm
owned by Jim McKin-

ley, who had done
similar reports in
the past. In atten-
dance at the meet-
ing was McKin-
ley’s firm’s vice
president, Carl-
ton Moore, who
moonlights as a
Fort Lauderdale
commissioner.

He lobbied coun-
ty commissioners

to support Lieber-
man’s motion. 

The problem, as
county Finance Direc-

tor Phil Allen pointed
out, was that it was too late

in the process and that McKinley’s
reports hadn’t saved taxpayers money in
the past. 

“We’re going to spend $10,000 to
spin our wheels,” Commissioner

John Rodstrom complained. 
“To spend $10,000

to ask McKinley

and his staff to do a review is a nice gift, but
this isn’t Christmas,” Commissioner Ben
Graber announced.

Unbeknownst to Graber, McKinley
played Santa Claus for Lieberman just ten
days later. McKinley, who is a Broward
County Housing Authority commissioner,
chose the Miami-based Pinnacle Housing
Group to develop a $22 million, low-in-
come apartment project in Hollywood.
Working as a Pinnacle lobbyist was Lieber-
man, who received an
undisclosed amount
of money for repre-
senting the company.

The new revela-
tion about Lieber-
man’s dealings with
the insurance broker
raises serious ques-
tions about whether
she violated a Florida
law that makes it a
felony for public offi-
cials to profit from
their governmental actions. The mayor quit
her job with Pinnacle last month as New
Times investigated her lobbying activities
(see “Our Mayor, the Lobbyist,” September
16). Lieberman — who uses her married
name, Michelson, while lobbying — spent
two years with the company, which won con-
tracts countywide worth more than $120 mil-
lion during that time. Lieberman also ab-
stained from voting 15 times in a 14-month
period on Pinnacle-related matters as the
commission approved millions of dollars in
tax-exempt bonds and grants for the develop-
er. Lieberman insisted she hadn’t violated
ethics laws, including those that prohibit
public officials from having frequently occur-
ring conflicts of interest and forbid employ-
ment with firms regulated by the governmen-
tal body they serve. 

The mayor declined to be interviewed for
this story but responded — in a cursory and
rather obtuse fashion — to written questions.
She denied that she’d struck any untoward
deal with McKinley. “There is no relationship
between the insurance issues and Crystal
Lakes... At no time, did I try to give McKinley
Financial a new agreement or a gift.” The in-
surance broker, who is one of Broward’s most
prominent black businessmen, also denies he
struck any deal with the mayor, to whom he
has given thousands of dollars over the years
in campaign contributions. 

He says he chose Pinnacle for the Housing
Authority contract simply because he
thought it was the best company. McKinley,
who has served as a health care consultant
and insurance broker for Broward and nu-
merous other local governments, claims he
wasn’t aware that Lieberman tried to give his
firm the $10,000 fee. “You’re telling me some-
thing I don’t even know,” the owner of

McKinley Financial Services said. “As far as
dealing with the county, that was Carlton
Moore’s account. I may have been at one of
those [county] meetings, but Jim McKinley,
personally, didn’t get involved with it.”

The record shows that Moore, indeed,
was in contact with Lieberman at the time.
The Fort Lauderdale politician, like the may-
or, didn’t respond to numerous requests from
New Times for an interview. 

McKinley Financial, which has received
millions of dollars in
county business dur-
ing the past decade,
has been plagued
with controversy —
and Lieberman, ironi-
cally, has at times
been its harshest crit-
ic. In 2000, she asked
county staff to investi-
gate McKinley’s fi-
nancial ties to insur-
ance companies that
he was recommend-

ing to the county. That same year, county
staff discovered that McKinley improperly
took $12,000 in interest from a public deal.
In 2001, Lieberman and a couple of other
commissioners publicly chastised him and
made him pay the money back — but re-
tained him as a consultant and broker.

Just two years after that imbroglio,
Lieberman became McKinley’s biggest sup-
porter on the commission. To explain, she
wrote in her e-mailed response: “McKinley
has done much work for the county over
many years and he has saved the county a lot
of money.” 

Her support, however, came just as the
state-run Broward County Housing Authori-
ty — which owns and operates public hous-
ing projects — revved up plans to tear down
the low-income Crystal Lakes apartment
buildings in Hollywood’s Liberia section and
construct a 200-unit complex. 

After the Housing Authority issued a re-
quest for proposals in June 2003, Pinnacle,
with Lieberman as lobbyist, was one of 11 de-
velopers to respond. On August 26, Housing
Authority staff short-listed five of them, with
Pinnacle ranked second behind Miami-based
Cornerstone Group Development. 

That same day, Lieberman made the sur-
prise motion to give McKinley a $10,000 fee.
After likening it to a Christmas gift, Commis-
sioner Graber voiced his annoyance with
Moore’s efforts to sway the commission. “I
also do not approve of Mr. Moore lobbying us
right before this vote,” Graber said. “I think
that was very inappropriate behavior, al-
though legal. And I’m going to say that pub-
licly, I don’t appreciate McKinley’s position
here. I think he went way beyond where a
contracted organization should go when
dealing with us.”
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After Commissioner Lori Parrish re-
marked on the dais that McKinley had appar-
ently chosen Lieberman as his representative
on the board, Lieberman denied it. “Jim
McKinley did not call me,” she announced. “I
met with staff, and when I was getting some
answers from staff that caused me additional
concern, I picked up the phone and called
McKinley because [he is] our benefits con-
sultant. And I was told that Mr. McKinley had
been ill... and they would have Carlton Moore
call me back. Carlton returned my call.”

Commissioners shot down the motion 
8-1, leaving McKinley without the $10,000
“gift.” Lieberman was the only one to vote
for the plan. 

Ten days after the failed amendment, a
six-member Housing Authority selection
committee met to choose the developer for
the Crystal Lakes project. McKinley, who was
appointed by Gov. Jeb Bush to the authority
board in 2000, was one of two Housing Au-
thority board members who agreed to sit on
the committee. Lieberman attended the Sep-
tember 5 meeting on behalf of Pinnacle.

As the developers presented their plans to
the committee, the housing authority’s exec-
utive director, Kevin Cregan, took notes. In
describing Pinnacle, he jotted down Lieber-
man’s name, along with other powerful mem-
bers of the company’s team, including engi-
neer Bill Keith and lobbyist Bernie Friedman.
Over the names, he wrote that Pinnacle had
“met with all the right local people,” accord-
ing to the Crystal Lakes file at the Housing
Authority office in Lauderhill. 

Even with such a formidable host of hired
guns, Pinnacle was in a tight race with Cor-
nerstone. In a scoring system based on crite-
ria like project quality and financial stability,
McKinley’s fellow committee members all
scored the companies within two points of
one another. Two favored Cornerstone, two
Pinnacle, and one had them tied. 

When the scoresheets were added up,
Pinnacle was ahead by just one point.
McKinley’s score was crucial — and it wasn’t
even close. He gave Pinnacle a perfect score
of 100 and slammed Cornerstone with an
85, a full eight points below its next lowest
mark. McKinley insists that Lieberman’s in-
volvement with Pinnacle had no influence
on him. He said that while they see each
other about town — both are active in eco-
nomic development groups like Vision-
BROWARD and the Broward Alliance —
they don’t discuss his public contracts. “I
don’t believe she even spoke at the meeting,”
he says. “I haven’t talked to her in three
years about county business. I mean, I see
Mayor Lieberman — like everybody here in
town, I see her at things. But we don’t dis-
cuss county business.” 

The insurance broker also insists that
Moore never spoke to him about Lieberman
and Pinnacle. “We agreed that we wouldn’t
discuss our public service,” McKinley says of
Moore. “I don’t discuss Housing Authority
matters with him, and he doesn’t discuss City
of Fort Lauderdale matters with me.” 

On September 19, 2003, McKinley
made a motion during a Housing Authori-
ty board meeting to approve the firm as
the Crystal Lakes developer. The five-
member board did so unanimously, with-
out substantial discussion. 

Less than a month later came a meeting of
the Broward County health insurance com-
mittee, on which Lieberman sat. In atten-
dance at the October 14 meeting were both
McKinley and Moore. There, Lieberman
urged committee members to renew McKin-

ley Financial’s contract as a health care con-
sultant. “What Ilene tried to do was to extend
McKinley’s contract because she felt they
were being discriminated against” because
he is black, Graber says. “McKinley made the
same charge, that they were being discrimi-
nated against by staff.” 

Lieberman’s attempt to give McKinley
more business failed. The committee shot it
down. Graber, who voted against the propos-
al, says he had no idea of the ties between
McKinley and Lieberman regarding Crystal
Lakes. When told about the relationship, he
said only, “That’s interesting.” 

Two months after the committee reject-
ed her proposal, Lieberman cast a Decem-
ber 9 vote to give McKinley a $109,000 con-
tract to handle the county’s property and
casualty insurance. Eight days after that,
McKinley agreed with the rest of the Hous-
ing Authority board to approve a memoran-
dum of understanding with Pinnacle re-
garding Crystal Lakes.

The mayor’s conflicts of interest regard-
ing the development didn’t end there. Earli-
er this year, the Broward County Commis-
sion approved more than $550,000 in
housing grants for the Crystal Lakes project.
Lieberman recused herself from voting on
the matter. The City of Hollywood has also
promised $500,000 in public funds to the
development, which Pinnacle estimates will
cost $22 million. The company has applied
for federal tax credits to pay for Crystal
Lakes, which could add some $13 million in
public subsidy to the venture. 

How much money Lieberman made on
the deal isn’t known — she won’t discuss her
Pinnacle compensation, which supplements
her $84,000 annual pay as a commissioner.
But a credible source close to one deal says
she was given a $100,000 “success fee” after
helping the company win an affordable hous-
ing project in Pompano Beach where the
Holiday Lakes apartment complex used to
stand. In her e-mail, Lieberman denied this
was true but did not elaborate.

Lieberman and McKinley, in the case of
Crystal Lakes, either traded public favors to
enrich themselves, which would implicate
each in a crime, or they simultaneously
scratched each other’s backs by sheer coinci-
dence and failed to catch themselves in bla-
tant conflicts of interests. 

Regardless, direct proof of a quid pro quo
— or “this for that” — isn’t necessary for pros-
ecution under the state’s unlawful compensa-
tion statute, according to a recent Florida
Supreme Court ruling. Strong circumstantial
evidence, which indicates a “meeting of the
minds” along with a finding of “corrupt in-
tent” is all that is required, the court decided
this past April. Furthermore, it makes no dif-
ference in the eyes of the law that Lieberman
was unsuccessful in her attempt to bring
McKinley the $10,000 fee and the consulting
contract. “Prosecution... shall not require that
the exercise of influence was accomplished,”
according to the statute. 

To date, neither state nor local authori-
ties have reported any investigation into
Lieberman’s conduct. 

Told of the crisscrossing connection be-
tween Lieberman and McKinley, Housing
Authority director Cregan, who has worked
hard to formulate the Crystal Lakes develop-
ment deal, said he had “no clue” of it. “I don’t
know what’s going on outside the agency,”
he said. 

Asked what he thought of it, Cregan had
two words: “No comment.” 
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Contact the author to discuss the story:
bob.norman@newtimesbpb.com
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