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By WILL HOBSON; MICHAEL LAFORGIA 
Times Staff Writers

Hillsborough County has poured millions of tax dol-
lars over the past 20 years into a program meant to cov-
er rent for homeless people.

But county leaders can’t say for sure whether the 
landlords they paid actually housed anyone.

A computer system tracks rent checks paid each 
month under the Homeless Recovery program. The sys-
tem, though, does not record the addresses where ten-
ants are supposed to be living.

As a result, Hillsborough officials acknowledged, they 
have no way to verify where tenants stayed in a given 
month without hand-checking each case file, a process 
they estimated would take hundreds of hours.

County spokeswoman Lori Hudson confirmed the re-
cords-keeping gap this week to the Tampa Bay Times, 
which has for weeks sought a list of rental properties 
that have housed clients of the embattled Homeless Re-
covery agency.

Hudson said the record-keeping flaw is hampering 
efforts to review basic details about thousands of rent 
payments made over the years. County officials have 
been trying to piece together two separate databases to 
compile the information.

“We’re talking about dueling, different systems, and 
that’s what we’re dealing with,” Hudson told the Times 
on Wednesday. “That’s the challenge in all of this, is the 
antiquated system.”

Homeless Recovery was created in 1989 to help the 
homeless get into housing. The agency — which has a 
$1.2 million budget, including $806,500 in county mon-

ey — came under scrutiny after the Times reported on 
Sept. 8 that case workers sent people to the squalid, 
makeshift mobile home park owned by William “Hoe” 
Brown, a prominent Republican fundraiser and former 
chairman of the Tampa Port Authority.

Homeless Recovery sent clients, including families, to 
live in tiny, dilapidated, bug-infested mobile homes and 
a garage Brown illegally rented out behind his office. 
Homeless Recovery’s managers said they did not have 
the resources to inspect rental properties where they 
sent clients.

Three employees have left the county since the Times 
story. Homeless Recovery’s manager resigned and his 
supervisor was fired. Another county employee who 
worked with the agency was fired after an investigator 
found he had lied about earning $1,200 through the 
program as a landlord.

County Administrator Mike Merrill pledged this 
month to start inspecting rental properties before 
their owners could earn county dollars. Dozens of oth-
er Homeless Recovery clients are living in substandard 
housing, according to Merrill. He said problems in the 
agency were “systemic” but offered no details.

Last week, county commissioners voted to have the 
county’s auditor investigate Homeless Recovery. Re-
cord-keeping problems will be one focus of the audit, 
Hudson said.

When informed of the problems this week, several 
county commissioners decried the shoddy record-keep-
ing.

“It’s outrageous that tax dollars were spent and re-
cords were not kept ... in a way that they could be quick-
ly or easily accessed for transparency and accountabili-
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Rents paid, but was 
anybody home?

Homeless Recovery’s records make it hard to track 
if Hillsborough landlords housed anyone.



[  3  ]

ty,” Commissioner Victor Crist said.
In August, the Times requested detailed payment 

records from the county to assess conditions at other 
properties that have gotten Homeless Recovery money. 
The list that was provided was riddled with errors. In 
many cases, it listed houses and apartment complexes 
as belonging to the wrong owners.

In subsequent interviews, county officials said it 
would cost thousands of dollars and take weeks of por-

ing through its records system to find the addresses.
The county intends to replace the flawed computer 

system by the end of the year, Hudson said.
Merrill has declined to speak to the Times about 

Homeless Recovery until the county’s audit, which 
could stretch into 2014, is complete.

Will Hobson can be reached at whobson@tampabay.
com or (813) 226-3400.
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day. “That’s the challenge in 
all of this, is the antiquated 
system.”

Homeless Recovery was cre-
ated in 1989 to help the homeless 
get into housing. The agency — 
which has a $1.2 million budget, 
including $806,500 in county 
money — came under scru-
tiny after the Times reported on 
Sept. 8 that case workers sent 
people to the squalid, makeshift 
mobile home park owned by Wil-
liam “Hoe” Brown, a prominent 
Republican fundraiser and for-
mer chairman of the Tampa Port 
Authority. 

Homeless Recovery sent cli-
ents, including families, to live 
in tiny, dilapidated, bug-infested 
mobile homes and a garage 
Brown illegally rented out behind 
his office. Homeless Recovery’s 
managers said they did not have 
the resources to inspect rental 
properties where they sent cli-
ents. 

Three employees have left the 
county since the Times story. 
Homeless Recovery’s manager 
resigned and his supervisor was 
fired. Another county employee 
who worked with the agency was 
fired after an investigator found 
he had lied about earning $1,200 
through the program as a land-
lord.

County Administrator Mike 
Merrill pledged this month to 
start inspecting rental proper-
ties before their owners could 
earn county dollars. Dozens of 

other Homeless Recovery cli-
ents are living in substandard 
housing, according to Merrill. 
He said problems in the agency 
were “systemic” but offered no 
details. 

Last week, county commis-
sioners voted to have the coun-
ty’s auditor investigate Home-
less Recovery. Record-keeping 
problems will be one focus of the 
audit, Hudson said.

When informed of the prob-
lems this week, several county 
commissioners decried the 
shoddy record-keeping. 

“It’s outrageous that tax dollars 

were spent and records were not 
kept . . . in a way that they could 
be quickly or easily accessed for 
transparency and accountabil-
ity,” Commissioner Victor Crist 
said.

In August, the Times requested 
detailed payment records from 
the county to assess conditions at 
other properties that have gotten 
Homeless Recovery money. The 
list that was provided was rid-
dled with errors. In many cases, 
it listed houses and apartment 
complexes as belonging to the 
wrong owners.

In subsequent interviews, 

county officials said it would 
cost thousands of dollars and 
take weeks of poring through 
its records system to find the 
addresses. 

The county intends to replace 
the flawed computer system by 
the end of the year, Hudson said.

Merrill has declined to speak 
to the Times about Homeless 
Recovery until the county’s audit, 
which could stretch into 2014, is 
complete.

Will Hobson can be reached 
at whobson@tampabay.com 
or (813) 226-3400. 

People line up 
outside the 
Hillsborough 
Homeless 
Recovery 
office in 
August. 
The agency 
came under 
scrutiny 
earlier this 
month after 
a Times 
report that 
clients were 
sent to live 
in a squalid 
mobile home 
park owned 
by William 
“Hoe” Brown.
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sibility to pursue diplomacy and 
that we have a unique opportu-
nity to make progress with the 
new leadership in Tehran.”

The conversation took place 
just days after Rouhani declined 
to attend a lunch at the United 
Nations where U.S. officials 
hoped the two presidents might 
shake hands. Rouhani suggested 
later that a meeting was prema-
ture and might jeopardize hopes 
of diplomatic progress.

But the telephone call Fri-
day reinforced optimism at the 
White House that Rouhani’s elec-
tion may presage a new think-
ing in Tehran under the weight 
of crushing economic sanctions 
imposed in recent years. Secre-
tary of State John Kerry engaged 
in direct talks Thursday with 
his Iranian counterpart, For-
eign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif, and Obama said the two 
would pursue additional discus-
sions in cooperation with allies.

The Iranian mission at the 
United Nations said the two pres-
idents had talked as Rouhani 
was in a car in New York heading 
to the airport.

“The Iranian and U.S. presi-
dents underlined the need for a 
political will for expediting reso-
lution of the West’s standoff with 
Iran over the latter’s nuclear pro-
gram,” the mission said. The two 
presidents “stressed the neces-
sity for mutual cooperation on 
different regional issues.”

Recognizing the sensitivities of 
the conversation, Obama made a 
point of trying to reassure Israel 
that he would not sell out an 
ally’s security. “Throughout this 
process, we’ll stay in close touch 
with our friends and allies in the 
region, including Israel,” he told 
reporters after the phone call.

He added, “I do believe that 
there is a basis for resolution,” 
citing Rouhani’s comment that 
Iran would not develop nuclear 
weapons and reiterating his own 
“respect” for “the right of the Ira-
nian people to access peaceful 
nuclear energy.”

The call came after Rouhani 
said in New York that his gov-
ernment would present a plan 
in three weeks on how to resolve 
the nuclear standoff. “I expect 
this trip will be the first step 
and the beginning of construc-
tive relations with countries of 
the world,” he told a news confer-
ence.

He went on to say that he 
hoped the visit would also 
improve relations “between 
two great nations, Iran and the 
United States,” adding that the 
trip had exceeded his expecta-
tions.

Rouhani and his aides have 
been on an extraordinarily ener-
getic campaign to prove they are 
moderate and reasonable part-
ners and to draw a stark con-
trast with his predecessor, Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad. But Rou-
hani has yet to propose anything 
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U.S. and Iran thaw freeze in relations

concrete to suggest how differ-
ent the Iranians really are in 
their approach. The first glimpse 
of that is due to come Oct. 15 and 
16, when Iran plans to present its 
own road map.

Rouhani’s pronouncements 
this week painted a mixed pic-
ture. He has made clear that Iran 
planned to continue to enrich 
uranium for a civilian nuclear 
program and on several occa-
sions said no country should 
have a nuclear arsenal, singling 
out Israel. But before the phone 
call, he attributed his failure to 
meet with Obama to a desire “to 
have a successful and effective 
meeting.”

He repeatedly emphasized that 
his government had both the 
authority and the will to reach a 
nuclear settlement within what 
he called “a short period of time.” 
But he was visibly irritated when 
asked whether his diplomatic 
blitz was merely designed to buy 
time with his Western interloc-
utors. “We have never chosen 
deceit as a path; we have never 
chosen secrecy,” he said.

The last time a U.S. president 
met with an Iranian leader was 
Dec. 31, 1977, when Jimmy Carter 
and his wife, Rosalynn, spent 
New Year’s Eve as a guest of the 
shah of Iran. As he made a toast 
to the shah at a state dinner, the 
president said the idea for the 
trip had come from Rosalynn 
Carter, when he asked her with 
whom she would like to celebrate 
the holiday.

Relations unravel with hostage ordeal
The last time a U.S. president met with an Iranian leader was Dec. 31, 1977, when Jimmy Carter and his 
wife, Rosalynn, spent New Year’s Eve as a guest of the shah of Iran. As he made a toast to the shah at a 
state dinner, the president said the idea for the trip had come from Rosalynn Carter, when he asked her 
with whom she would like to celebrate the holiday. Less than two years later, after an Islamic revolution 
ousted the shah, an angry crowd overran the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, holding 52 Americans hostage 
for 444 days and plunging relations between Iran and the United States into a deep freeze from which 
they have yet to emerge. 

Times files (1979)

The occupation of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and taking of American hostages by militant 
Iranians in November 1979 led to the decades-long rupture in diplomatic relations.

Abortion law 
challenged in 
federal court
Doctor rules and drug protocols dictated 
by the Texas law are targeted in the lawsuit.
New York Times

National women’s rights 
groups and Texas abortion clin-
ics filed suit Friday in federal 
court in Texas, seeking to block 
provisions of a new state law 
that they said would have “dra-
matic and draconian effects” on 
women’s access to the proce-
dure.

The suit targets two provi-
sions of a sweeping antiabor-
tion law that Texas adopted in 
July. The rules are scheduled to 
take effect Oct. 29.

The first is a requirement 
that doctors who perform 
abortions have admitting priv-
ileges at a nearby hospital. 
Many medical experts say that 
the rule, which was passed in 
the name of safety, is medi-
cally unnecessary and that the 
requirement cannot be met by 
clinics in smaller communi-
ties.

In a telephone news confer-
ence Friday, Texas clinic own-
ers said the rule may force one-
third of the state’s 36 abortion 
clinics to shut down, leaving 
large areas of the state without 
ready access.

The second requires the use 
in so-called medication abor-
tions of what many doctors 
called an outdated, less effec-
tive and more dangerous drug 
protocol. Under guidelines 
based on research studies, the 
two-drug combination is widely 
used through the ninth week 
of pregnancy and accounts 
for about one in five abortions 
nationwide.

Under the Texas law, clinics 

would have to follow, instead, a 
regime described in the original 
Food and Drug Administration 
approval in 2000. It required 
doses three times those of the 
current protocol and an extra 
visit to the clinic and was rec-
ommended only through seven 
weeks of pregnancy.

“Politicians are interfer-
ing with the personal medi-
cal decisions of women who 
already have the least access 
to birth control and preven-
tive health care,” said Cecile 
Richards, president of the 
Planned Parenthood Federa-
tion of America.

Gov. Rick Perry, who has said 
he hopes to make abortion “a 
thing of the past,” signed the 
legislation in July after calling 
a special session of the Legis-
lature to pass it. The bill came 
under a national spotlight 
when Wendy Davis, a Demo-
cratic state senator, temporarily 
derailed passage in the Republi-
can-controlled Legislature with 
a filibuster.

In a written comment on the 
lawsuit Friday, Lt. Gov. David 
Dewhurst attacked abortion 
rights groups for pursuing “an 
agenda that disregards the 
value of human life and accepts 
subpar medical care for women 
undergoing a serious surgical 
procedure.”

The suit, Planned Parenthood 
vs. Abbott, was filed in the U.S. 
District Court for the Western 
District of Texas, in Austin. The 
goal is to obtain a preliminary 
injunction to prevent the two 
measures from taking effect.
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SUDAN

STREET PROTESTERS DEFY CRACKDOWN
Security forces fired at Sudanese protesters with bullets 

and tear gas Friday as thousands took to the streets despite a 
fierce crackdown that rights groups say has killed dozens of 
people this week. The regime of President Omar al-Bashir is 
trying to keep public anger over fuel price hikes from turning 
into an Arab Spring-style uprising against his 24-year rule. 
The marches in one of the world’s poorest countries — where 
nearly 50 percent of population lives below the poverty line 
— have turned into the biggest domestic challenge yet faced 
by al-Bashir, who has so far been spared the sort of antiau-
thoritarian popular revolts seen around the Arab world. The 
unrest began Sunday in the town of Wad Madani when the 
government cut subsidies on fuel, causing prices to leap.

KENYA

Official says troops 
caused mall collapse

Kenya’s military caused the 
collapse of three floors of the 
Westgate mall in the deadly 
terrorist siege in Nairobi, a 
top-ranking official disclosed 
Friday, while the government 
urged patience with the pace 
of an investigation that has left 
key questions unanswered. The 
official spoke to the Associated 
Press on condition of anonymity 
because he was not authorized 
to divulge sensitive information.

Seven days after 67 people 
were killed in the attack on the 
upscale shopping center, there is 
still no clear word on the fate of 
dozens who have been reported 
missing and no details on the 
terrorists who carried it out. 

The account of the roof col-
lapse raises the possibility that 
the military may have caused 
the death of hostages in its res-
cue attempt. An undisclosed 
number of people are feared to 
be buried in the rubble.

IRVING, TEXAS

Bush active again 
after heart procedure

Former President George W. 
Bush says he’s feeling “pretty 
good” after undergoing a heart 
procedure last month and is 
able to go mountain biking and 
play golf.

“I’m a little more risk averse 
on the mountain bike, but I’m 
exercising,” Bush said on Friday 
after kicking off the competitive 
portion of his golf tournament 
for military members wounded 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. This is 
the third year for the event.

On Aug. 6, Bush had a stent 
inserted after a blockage was 
discovered in an artery during 
his annual physical.

CAMBRIDGE, MASS.

Harvard honors 
girl shot by Taliban

A Pakistani girl who survived 
an assassination attempt by the 
Taliban has been honored as 
Harvard University’s humani-
tarian of the year. 

Malala Yousafzai, an outspo-
ken proponent for girls’ edu-
cation, was at Harvard on Fri-
day to accept the 2013 Peter J. 
Gomes Humanitarian Award. 
Harvard president Drew Gilpin 
Faust said she was pleased to 
welcome Malala because of their 
shared interest in education. 

Malala, 16, was shot in the 
head last October.

Elsewhere
WASHINGTON: A former high-
ranking official with the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, 
John C. Beale, 64, pleaded 
guilty Friday to stealing nearly 
$900,000 from the agency over 
13 years by failing to show up 
for work while falsely claiming 
to be working for the CIA and 
by filing bogus expenses.
PAKISTAN: Vital relief aid des-
tined for a remote, earthquake 
stricken region in Pakistan 
reached desperate villagers 
only slowly on Friday, as insur-
gents attacked troops distribut-
ing it for a third day.
RUSSIA: Greenpeace said Fri-
day it will appeal Russian court 
rulings that sent its activists to 
jail for a protest at an offshore 
drilling platform in the arctic.
ANCHORAGE, ALASKA: Apple 
has disabled driving directions 
to the Fairbanks International 
Airport after a glitch in its maps 
app guided drivers to the edge 
of a runway instead of a ter-
minal, airport spokeswoman 
Angie Spear said Friday.

Associated Press
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People line up outside the Hillsborough Homeless Recovery office in August. The agency came under 
scrutiny earlier this month after a Times report that clients were sent to live in a squalid mobile home park 
owned by William “Hoe” Brown.




