Pay-to-Play in Real Estate: The Los Angeles Skyscraper Bribery Scheme

Executive Summary

The prosecution of Shen Zhen New World | LLC and former Los Angeles City Councilmember
José Huizar reveals a sophisticated "pay-to-play" network where private development interests
and public authority became corruptly intertwined. The developer provided more than $1 million
in illicit benefits to influence the approval of a 77-story skyscraper project. This case
underscores that public corruption in real estate is rarely an isolated transaction; instead, it often
functions as a sustained relationship supported by luxury travel, sham loans, and third-party
intermediaries. For financial crime professionals, the case highlights the critical need to connect
corporate expenditure with specific government decision-making milestones to detect improper
influence.

Overview of the Corruption Network

The scheme was part of a larger federal investigation into the "Council District 14 enterprise."
This network connected political authority with private development interests through a system
of reciprocal benefits.

Key Convictions and Sentences

Entity/Individual,Role,Legal Outcome

Shen Zhen New World | LLC,Developer,"Convicted of 8 counts (bribery, fraud, travel in aid of
bribery); $4 million fine; 5 years probation."

José Huizar,LA City Councilmember (PLUM Chair),Pleaded guilty to racketeering and tax
evasion; 13-year federal prison sentence (January 2024).

Raymond Chan,Former Deputy Mayor,"Convicted of racketeering, bribery, and fraud; 12-year
sentence (October 2024)."

Wei Huang,Owner of Shen Zhen New World,Charged but remains a fugitive in China.

Dae Yong Lee,Developer,"Convicted for $500,000 cash bribe; 6-year prison sentence."

The Mechanics of the Shen Zhen Bribery Scheme

Between 2013 and 2018, Shen Zhen New World provided extensive benefits to Huizar to secure
approval for redeveloping the L.A. Grand Hotel. The intended official actions included presenting
motions, accelerating approvals, and applying pressure to other city officials.

Types of Benefits Provided

Direct Financial Support: Cash and casino chips.

Luxury Travel and Hospitality: Private-jet and commercial flights, luxury hotel
accommodations, spa treatments, and expensive meals.

Personal Services: Prostitution services.

Political Activity: Political contributions.

The $600,000 Collateral Arrangement: The most significant benefit was a financial
arrangement used to settle a sexual harassment lawsuit against Huizar. By resolving this



personal liability, the developer gained substantial leverage and increased Huizar’s
dependence on the relationship.

Why Real Estate Development is High-Risk

Real estate development creates a distinctive corruption risk because public decisions can
materially transform the value of private property.
e Discretionary Authority: Zoning amendments, density increases, and height limits can
determine a project’s profitability.
e Procedural Influence: Officials can exercise influence through committee agendas,
motions, staff instructions, and procedural acceleration.
e Concentrated Power: Positions like the Chair of the Planning and Land Use
Management (PLUM) Committee serve as gatekeepers for major developments.

Disguising Bribery: The Role of Camouflage and Intermediaries

Corruption is rarely labeled as such in corporate records. Schemes often use benefits that can
be presented as legitimate business expenses.

Common Methods of Concealment

1. Hospitality and Friendship: Presenting luxury travel or meals as relationship
management or business development.

2. Sham Loans: Transfers functioning as bribes, often characterized by a lack of
repayment terms, weak collateral, or payments made for personal legal liabilities.

3. Third-Party Intermediaries: Consultants, lobbyists, and fundraisers act as "connective
infrastructure," delivering benefits or creating distance between the company and the
official.

Intermediary Risk Indicators

e Consultants selected for access rather than technical expertise.

e "Success fees" linked to discretionary government approvals.

e Payments described as "community engagement” or "government relations" without
credible deliverables.

Institutional Failures and Control Challenges

The Shen Zhen case illustrates how conventional compliance controls often fail to detect
complex corruption networks.

e Organizational Fragmentation: Accounts payable processes invoices while project
teams manage official relationships; compliance departments rarely see the full context
of these interactions.

e Deference to Seniority: Controls are often bypassed when transactions are authorized
by owners or founders.

e Limitations of Screening: Standard Politically Exposed Person (PEP) screening may
identify the official but fails to connect them to the company’s consultants or hospitality
recipients.



e Timing Blindness: Failure to correlate the timing of gifts or travel with specific
government decision points.

Strategic Recommendations for Risk Mitigation

To prevent "pay-to-play" enterprises, organizations must move toward an evidence-led
investigation model and a resilient control stack.

Resilient Control Stack Layers

e Project-Level Interaction Records: Documenting all meetings, hospitality, and
contributions against specific approval processes.

e Enhanced Third-Party Governance: Rigorous due diligence and monitoring of
lobbyists and consultants.

e Relationship Analytics: Using data to connect payments with public officials,
intermediaries, and project milestones.

e Independent Expense Control: Requiring independent approval for all travel and
entertainment involving officials, with no exemptions for senior executives.

Critical Considerations for Financial Institutions

1. Identify the Ultimate Beneficiary: Scrutinize corporate payments that appear to cover
a public official's personal obligations.

2.  Monitor Project Milestones: Connect transaction timing with significant government
approvals.

3.  Scrutinize Casino Activity: Monitor casino-related transfers associated with high-risk
relationships.

4. Review Loan Terms: Treat loans with waived repayment or unrelated collateral as
high-risk value transfers.



	Pay-to-Play in Real Estate: The Los Angeles Skyscraper Bribery Scheme 
	Executive Summary 
	Overview of the Corruption Network 
	Key Convictions and Sentences 

	The Mechanics of the Shen Zhen Bribery Scheme 
	Types of Benefits Provided 

	Why Real Estate Development is High-Risk 
	Disguising Bribery: The Role of Camouflage and Intermediaries 
	Common Methods of Concealment 
	Intermediary Risk Indicators 

	Institutional Failures and Control Challenges 
	Strategic Recommendations for Risk Mitigation 
	Resilient Control Stack Layers 
	Critical Considerations for Financial Institutions 



