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Businesses are prey
to embezzlement

‘Struggling company
staggers from theft

Experts say fraud by
employees is upin .
tough economic t1mes

By Russell Grantham i
rgrantham@ajc com'

- Robert and Kathy Lang Al-
bright thought they had made a
smart move when they hired a
temporary bookkeeper to help
them keep up with their Nor-
| cross. bnsinesk'-rapxa expansion

r

@ExclliSiVe

a few years back.

“We were growmg like gang-
busters,” said Kathy Albright;
who co-owns Attrium Foliage -
with her husband. By 2006,
revenues had grown tenfold in
a few years to $3 million at the

‘small company, which manu--

factures high-end faux plants

for hotels, furniture stores, of-

fices and other customers.,
‘But four years later; the Al

brights, now in their 60s, are
| struggling to repair their busi-
ness. They say the bookkeeper,
~who they soon hired as areg--

ular em‘ploye'e,. embezzled as
much as $850,000 even as the

| retesswn was withermg their

sales -
“ Thetwo. shocks almost kllled
the ¢ouple’s venture, which -

‘they had financed with retite:

ment savings and funds from
selling their Atlanta home.
“It took ustothe very edge,”

‘said Kathy Albright. They '
: stayed in-businessonlyrthrough

“sheer determination.” Sympa-

| thetic customers and vendors

also helped them stay afloat,
but the couple had to'shed -
most of their employees Meanr
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while, they gathered hun;
dreds of pages of checks,
bills and other evidence !
for Gwinnett County po-
lice investigators.

Embezzlers are “fi-
nancial assassins,” said
Kathy Albright. The term
“white-collar criminal” is
too innocuous, she said.
“We had to let go of 20
people. They have fami-
lies.”

Earlier this month, the
Albrights’ persistence
paid off on at least one
front.

Their former employ-
ee, Kimberly Denise
Brown of Locust Grove,
surrendered to police.
She was charged with
eight counts.of forgery
and fraud connected with
the alleged theft and re-
leased on bond. In war-
rants, police said Brown
used a combination of
forged checks and letters,
secret payroll payments
and unauthorized use of
credit cards, blank checks
and other measures to

“steal at least $95,577.

Kathy Albright said the
amount cited in the war-
rants was smaller because
they’re limited to a hand-
ful of clearly documented
infractions. Brown'’s attor-
ney, Adrian Patrick, said
she is “totally innocent”
and had actually tried to
help the Albrights keep
the company afloat by ex-
tending the business a
$100,000 line of credit.

“At a minimum, I think
my client was set up,”
Patrick said.

Crime for tough times

Arrests for alleged em-
bezzlement have grown in
recent years, according to
FBI estimates, as the eco-
nomic boom-and-bust ex-
posed thousands of theft |
schemes at businesses big
and small.

Such arrests rose by a
third between 2003 and
2007 before declining
slightly in 2008 to 21,402, |
according to the latest FBI
estimates. They hit a'sim-
ilar peak of 20,200 dur-
ing the 2001 recession, ac-
cording to the FBEnum-
bers.

“The economy defi-
nitely has something to

do with it,” said Chris-
topher Marquet of Mar-
quet International Ltd.;

a corporate investigation
firm in Boston. Embezzle-
ment and other types of
employee theft and fraud
are a chronic problem af-
fecting all types of em-
ployers. But more cas-

es are discovered during

times of finangial stress
when companies “are a
lot more careful about the
bottom line,” he said.
Most embezzlement
schemes start years be-
fore they.are discovered
and prosecuted, said Mar-
quet. He cited a study re-
leased in January of more
than 400 major.embez-
zlement cases that sur-
facedlast year. The
study showed the typical
scheme cost the employer
nearly $400,000 and last-
ed about 415 years. Most ..

, thefts were committed by

longtime employees with
no prior criminal histo- = |

ry. About two-thirds were
committed by women,
but men typically stole
larger amounts.

Most accused embez-
zlers worked as accoun-
tants, bookkeepers or *
other employees with fi-
nancial roles, but ex-
ecutives and managers
were also frequent per-
petrators. Most schemers
worked alone.

18 months in the dark
While it makes sense
that the tough econo-
my may be pushing some
would-be embezzlers to-
ward crime, Marquet
said; the most common
motivations are employee
disgruntlement and a de-
sire to maintain an afflu-
ent lifestyle.
“Life is going good
and then all the sudden
there’s a divorce, the
kids are going off to col-
lege and money’s running
short,” hesaid. “They

say, ‘I'll do it only one
time’ and they find out
how easy it is and keep
going.”
.. Ininterviews last year,
the Albrights said the al-
lequ thefts from their
b_usmess financed Brown’s
rich spending habits, in-
I_cludmg a $650,000 house
in Henry County and two
oth_er metro Atlanta prop-
erties: Brown, they said, al-
0 used a company cred-
it card to buy expensive
furniture such as a $5,000
leather bed, as well as air-
line tickets, pro football
tickets and an $850 visit to
a day spa. :




“We subsequently
found out she put it on
our American Express
card,” said Albright. “Is
that nervy or not?”

The couple said Brown
began her scheme within
weeks after she was hired
in 2006 to help setup a
new accounting and pay-
roll software system. The
scheme went undetected
for 18 months, they said,
partly because they often
traveled to trade shows
and Brown was their sole
employee in charge of
tracking financial mat-
ters at the small compa-
ny, which then had 28 em-
ployees.

“She would meet the
mailman at the door” to
intercept credit card bills
and complaints from un-
paid vendors, Albright
said. “It never occurred
to us” she added, to won-
der why.

The Albrights said they
didn’t discover that some-
thing was amiss until
2008 when they returned
from a trade show one
day early and discovered
a company check made
out to Brown’s daughter.

. After an investigation
‘turned up more prob-
‘lems, they fired Brown -
-and called police. They al-

so filed lawsuits against
Brown and Robert Half In-
iternational, which owns

" Accountemps, the em-

~ployment agency that
‘initially placed Brown.
The two firms reached a
confidential settlement

-with Atrium Foliage last
month.

I feel like an idiot” |
“We think these charg-
¢s are ridiculous,” said
Patrick, Brown’s attor-
ney. He said the firm was
already facing tax trou-
bles and other problems
when Brown was hired,
and that she loaned the
firm money because the
Albrights befriended her.
Brown got “everything
authorized” to repay the
company’s debt to her, he
said, adding that he has
written evidence of the

Idebt. -

He declined to make
Brown available for an
interview for this sto-
ry. However, in an inter-
view last year, Brown dis-
puted the Albrights’ ac-
count. She said the firm
was already under finan-
cial strain when she was
hired. She said she often
used her own credit cards
to pay company expenses,
and was fired after she de-
manded to be repaid more
than $20,000 for compa-
ny expenses. -

The allegedly forged or
unauthorized payments,
Brown said, were reim-
bursements for those ex-
penses or-were used to
pay vendors. The sup-
posedly “secret” payroll
checks were tests of the.
new accounting software,
she said, and the check to
her daughter, which was
never paid, was for da-
ta entry and other tempo-
rary work for Atrium Fo-
liage.

“] shouldn’t have let
somebody use me like
this,” she said then. “I -
feel like an idiot.”

Kathy Albright said
Brown did use her credit
card to pay some compa-
ny expenses but then re-

1 imbursed herself multiple

times. Brown did not pro-
vide a $100,000 line of
credit, she said. She said
the company had a “mi-
nor issue” with the IRS
that has been resolved.
The case is pending in
Gwinnett County Superi-

‘| or Court.



How we got the story

While embezzlement
and other forms of fraud
are always a potential
hazard for employers,
arrests do seem to peak
near or during recessions
as companies struggling
to cut costs goovertheir
books more closely. We
looked at one case involving
asmall Gwinnett County.
business whereithe owners
contacted us more thana
year ago saying a former
employee had embezzied -
hundreds of thousands
of dollars, crippling the
company asthe recession
hit. The former bookkeeper
“was arrested earlierthis
 month. We interviewed the
_owners andtwo former
" employees, including
“the personaccused of
the alleged crime, their
attorneys, representatlves
<iof a temporary employment
agencytled to the case,as
wellas experts on company
lnvestlgatlons \We also
reviewed hundreds of pages
of checks, bills, account
| statements and other
documents provided by .
the owners, court | records, :
and the warrants and police
incidentreportrelated to
the alleged embezzlement
and arrest of the former =
employee.

Robert and Kathy Lang Albright display the. checks and other documents they say a
former bookkeeper used In the theft of hundreds of thousands of dollars from thelr
Norcross business. Russell Grantham rgrantham@ajc com
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Rlslng embezzlement arrests :

Arrests for embezzlement rose byath|rd In recentyears, o
accordlng toFBI est|mates foIIowmg asimilar peak In2001.
Some experts say employers increased focus onexpenses
exposes the frauds
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