Gift Allegedly a Try for FHA Favor ..

By Lawrence Meyer
Washington Post 8taff Writer
A Florida building con-
tractor testified yesterday
that he gave a $25.,000 politi-
cal contribution to Nixon
campaign finance chairman
Maurice H. Stans in March,
1972, with the understanding:
that Stans would help him
resolve a problem with the
Federal Housing Adminis-
tration.
John

The  contractor,

Priestes, tald the Senate seé-
lect Watergate committee’

that former Commerce Sec-

JOHN PRIESTES ~
.. . $25,000 returned *

retary Stans took his check
and “said he would make a
call and see what he could
dO.” . N

Priestes- testified that

Stans said “If it looks like

we can’t do anything for
you, . we’ll return your

- check.” The check was re-
‘turned “about: two weeks -

later, Priestes said.

But Stans, in a written
version of the- same inci-
dent, said he had been asked
by another committee offi-
cial to meet with. Priestes

and that he understood from -

Priestes that the contrac-
tor’'s problems were prima-
rily with the press. Stans
wrote that he told Priestes

that he, Stans, “could not
evaluate the situation with-
out knowing FHA’s attiude
toward him and his transac
tions.” i

~ After being - advised— by -
-White House -and Housing

and. Urban " Development
(HUD) officials not to accept

‘contributions from Priestes,
Stans wrpte that he ordered -

the . matter dropped and
never spoke to Priestes

+

“heard " the

again. This account is con-
tained in Stans’ written
statement, which “~was not
made under oath and sub-
mitted by Stans to the Sen-
ate committee.

After hearing the state-
ment read at the Watergate
hearings yesterday; Priestes
told the committee: “As 1
‘statement, [
thought it was basically
true” .

Priestes* . testimony
marked the second timein a
week that allegations have
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- been made public that Stans
was involved in potentially

-. illegal’ attempts to get con-
_Nixon,.

tributions for the
campaign.

Federal . prosecutors in
New York are investigating
an alleged attempt by Stans
to get a contribution from
partners of one of ‘the na-
tion’s largest firms of certi-
fied public accountants, Peat

-~ firm reportedly rejected the

.

-solicitation .on the: ground
‘that any effort to influence
_partners.to give to.a particu-
lar party or candidate would
violate a federal law prohib-

" iting ‘contributions by gov-

- ernment contractors.

__Priestes; 36, has. pleaded

+, guiltyin Floridato two fed-

" . the hearing. yesterday dur- .

eral felonycounts involving

homes financed by the FHA -

and has regeived a“one-year
sentence. Priestes has tald a
federal grand jury in Miami
that he gave an‘aide to Sen.-

;,Edward J.. Gurney (R-Fla.)

$500 per . house for each
FHA-subsidized - contract he
received, according to the
Miami Herald. )
1Gurney, who is a member

- - of the Senate Water commit-

" tee, has acknowledged that
the Justice Department is

investigating charges. that
Florida builders  gave -him
'secret contributions in re-

.. turn for expected preferen-

" tial treatment by ‘the FHA.

" Gurney was not present. in

-
¥

ing- the questioning - of

Priestes. )
‘According. to. Priestes, in

February, 1972, he. was

aware that FHA was about

" to suspend him as a builder -

eligible: for receiving the
agency’s contracts because
he had done business using
a fictitious corporation.-

- Priestes said «he " was

called on Feb. 26, 1972 -by

- HUD about Priests’

Ben Fernandez, who was

the chairman. of the His-
panic Finance. Committee
for the Committee for the
Re-election of the President.
Fernandez, Priestes said,
told him he had learned of
Priestes*  troubles - from
other builders and that “he

possibly could help me with.

my troubles.” ;
At a meeting the follow-
ing day in- Miami, Priestes
said, Fernandez
could get the FHA. suspen-

- -sion stopped or lifted-in the

event it was issued. “He said
it would require a contri-
bution,” Priestes testified.
“He said it would require a
$100,000 contribution.” ’

said - . he -

‘According to Priests, for |

an initial _contribution of
. $25,000 Fernandez said he

would introduce him te
Stans, who in turn would
call the then Secretary of
prob-
lems. “I was then to make
another $25,000  payment,”
Priestes said. The final pay-
ment would be made after
the. suspension was lifted,
Priestes said.

Priestes:said he agreed to
that arrangement. He said
he also contacted the local

‘FHA director, William Pel-

ski, to verify “if this was a

*

way I could obtain thisfa-

vor.” After giving Pelski the

full details "of the agree-
" ment, Priestes said, Pelski

called back the next day and
“said -it would be OK, this
would be a way I could have
my impending suspension
lifted.” :

Priestes said he met again

.a week later with Fernandez

and arranged to meet him in .

Washington. -On March 12,
Priestes testified he came to
Washington and noticed in
newspapers stories about a

. $200,000 contribution being

made by ITT to the Republi-
can Party allegedly as part




see'what we can do. If we

.can’t do anything, we’ll re-
turn the check to you.”
About two weeks later,
Priestes testified, a “man”
came to his house, identified.
himself as a re-election com-
mittee official and returned
the 425,000 check. *“He told
me it was a-serious situa-
‘tion, more so than they had
expected ” Priestes said, and
“that the contribution had to
be made in cash. Priestes

\said- hé refused ‘without hav:" -

ing any assurance that Stans
would see the money chang-
ing- hands, a condition the
man refused. :

Priestes said he talked
with Fernandez, who - told
him, “We can’t do anything
for you. You can if you want
made a contribution for $5,-
000.”” Realizing he would get
no help\ from the re-election
‘committee or Stans, Priestes

of a'deal to ki1l fndoral antz-
trust action agains” ITT.
When he met with #ap.
nandez, - Priestes said, he
comnlained that requiring a
S1M).000 r‘ontnbnﬂon from
him wace “honvv ” cinps TTT

was giving only $200,00.

D="ne' e cn'd Trprmand - tA1A

+ him ITT was reallv siving -
$400.000 but agreed to: cut

Priesteg’ contnbutlon to

~ $50,000.

Priestes said: that Fernan-

d°7 attitnde “was. nat  auite -
As econfidani™as it had "heen

in Miam:.” The next morn-
ing. March 13. Priestes said

he met with Stans and Fer- .

nandez, who ‘onened the
meeting by " sdying” that
Priestes wouldmake a eon-
tribution to the. campalgn
At that point, : Priestes
said, he showed Stans.a.
scrapbook :of .. newspaper
clippings, that concerned
Pries\tes’ " problems

said, he dropped the matter. .
Stans’- written statement,
given Tuesday, was read
into the record by commit-
tee vice chairman Sen. How-
ard H. Baker Jr. (R-Tenn.).
According to Stans, the
meeting with Priestes had
been arranged by Fernandez
on March 8. “I ‘did not know
the name of the individual -
with whom I was to meet or
the : circumstances of the
proposed contribution, only

that Mr. Fernandez felt-that.. ..

it would assist in finalizing |,
the proposed contribution if
I were to meet with him and
the contributor,” Stans said.
Stans . said Priestes
showed him-newspaper clip-
pings “The gist of the arti-
cles- was that Priestes had
realized a "large windfall
profit on a FHA low cost
housing program, primarily
because of favors allegedly

FHA. “I tried to explain the
trouble I was. in,” Priestes

- said.

When he gave Stans the

check for $25,000, ' which .

Priestes said he  has bor-
rowed from a business asso-
ciate, Priestes said Stans re-

" marked that the form of the

check—made out to the Re-
publican Party or the Re-
publican National Commit-
associate—was_ unsuitable..

Stans that the check could

" be. convertad to’ cash .or

smaller checks.
" Priestes said that when
. Stans: did not appear to be

. about to call HUD Secretary
",...George Romney, he asked

Stans, ““Are you going to

.make a call to Romney?-I

was promised that.”” -

.tee and signed by Priestes’..

" Priestes said Fernandeztold -

with  him,

- - Stans, Priestes said, told .

granted 'to him by a sus-
pended FHA director in Mx-
ami named Pelski.*

“Mr. Priestes,” Stans said
in his statement, “stated that

he was, an unfair vietim of
the Miami Herald and that
he was fearful that action

might be taken against him .

by HUD or FHA on the basis
of the unfavorable publicity
without his-having an oppor-
tunity to defend himself.”

Stans said he _told.Prei- .
estés “I"could not evaluate i

the situation” without know-
ing FHA’s attitude toward
him and his ‘transactions.
Stans said he gave the check

back to either Fernandez or

Priestes until Stans . could
make inquiries.

The same day, Stans said,
he met with G. Richard
Dunnells, deputy  assistant

~secretary of HUD. Stans

said he also talked. with

“I'll make a call and’
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White House aide Bill Gif-
ford about the matter. ;

On March 14, Stans- sand
Dunnels wrote him that
HUD had suspended
Priestes on March, 13, ‘and
“any  contact with Priestes
at this time. would, .in ‘our
opinion, be highly inappro-
priate.” Stans ‘said he could
recall no mention of the sus.
pension when he met with
Priestes. ~Stans said ‘. he
.wrote on" Dunnells’ letter
“drop contact.”

ford called to -tell him,
“Priestes is not clean; he
uses dummy corporations is
unreliable and undesirable.”
‘Stans said he told Fernan-
dez what he learned on
March 18 and that Frenan-
dez'said he would accept no
contribution from Priestes.

The hearings will resume
at 10 am. today with Fer-
nandez testlfymg.

. On MaTCh 17 Stans Sald__ -'”»..
in his statement that "Gif.~ ™"



