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Q & A

Gregory Johnson, 44, was an
undergraduate at Adelphi Uni-
versity studying business when
he decided to take an account-
ing class. That course led him
to a summer internship at
PricewaterhouseCoopers, which
led to a full-time job offer after
college. His passion for the field
drew him to the industry’s
main trade group, the Ameri-
can Institute of Certified Public
Accountants, where he worked
for 16 years overseeing diversi-
ty programs. Today, he is tak-
ing over as executive director of
the National Association of
Black Accountants, a member-
ship and advocacy organiza-
tion based in Greenbelt. The
Post’s Anita Huslin asked him
about his plans.

Q: How did you choose
accounting as your

profession? 

A: I basically stumbled into it.
My background was one in

which I didn’t have family mem-
bers who graduated from col-
lege. I did not have family mem-
bers who were professional busi-
nesspersons. When I went to
college, I just knew I wanted to
be a businessman because I
wanted to wear a suit and work
in an office. One of my counsel-
ors in college said he was in busi-
ness, too, but he was going to
make more money than me be-
cause he was going to be an ac-
countant. That one tiny interac-
tion with one person changed
my life, literally. 

What are your goals at NABA?
When you look at the number

of African American CPAs in the
country, by one estimate there
are approximately 6,000. That’s
about 1 percent of all CPAs.
That tells you mentors and role
models are probably not there.
How many moms have suggest-
ed to their kids, become a doc-
tor, become a lawyer? Our motto
is “lifting as we climb.” We need
to work on awareness, what the

profession is about, and through
that create opportunity for this
generation.

What makes accounting such a
great career?

One of the silver linings to
Sarbanes-Oxley, Arthur Ander-
sen, Enron, is that the world is
paying more attention, and
there’s more recognition of the
important role that accountants
and CPAs play in the business
world. 

NABA has programs like resi-
dency programs, on-site college
living experiences to help stu-
dents understand what college is
going to be like and what careers
in accounting can be like.
There’s been expansion in the
field . . . from tax professionals
to consultants, fraud auditors,
forensics accountants, certified
internal auditors and certified
fraud examiners are now becom-
ing bigger within the overall
realm of business. 

One of the things we did when
I was with the American Insti-
tute of Certified Public Accoun-
tants, we contacted minority
CPAs and learned that some
worked with sports stars like
John Elway, Barry Sanders, Rob-
ert Horry. They agreed to ap-
pear in print ads where they ba-
sically said, “This is my CPA,
and this is who has helped make
me successful.” State CPA soci-
eties picked up on it and did ads
with Venus and Serena Williams,
Adriane Bracy [a CPA and vice
president of finance for the St.
Louis Rams]. I’d like to see us
have programs to ensure our
members and future members
would have ways to participate
proportionately in the opportu-
nities our profession offers.

Have you started your taxes yet? 
No. Well, actually, I’ve gotten

about 10 percent through.
That’s not one of my favorite dis-
ciplines. So, it just takes me a lit-
tle bit longer because it’s one of
those things I’m not that good at
and have to focus on to get done.
It’s a little like eating Brussels
sprouts. 

How to you spend your free time? 
For now, my family is still

back in New Jersey, so I travel
home on weekends to spend
time with my lovely wife and
two kids. I have a daughter who
is 12 and a son who is 17. While
I’m here, I try to get to this 24-
hour gym in Bowie and do car-
dio kickboxing on a regular ba-
sis. When I am home, I get up
and do that on Sunday morn-
ings, too. It’s good for the body,
good for the mind. 

Tackling Accounting’s
Long Racial Division
Johnson Seeks to Create Role Models

Gregory Johnson takes over as
executive director of the National
Association of Black Accountants.

Kemp Partners, a Washington-
based investing firm, and is chair-
man of Sports Properties. “SPACs
are hot.” 

Entrepreneurs are turning to
blank-check companies as banks
have grown reluctant to make big
loans. SPACs can provide a cheap-
er way to access capital, according
to SPAC managers and some fi-
nancial observers. SPAC manag-
ers also love them because they
get a big block of stock in the com-
pany in return for putting the deal
together. 

Since 2003, blank-check compa-
nies have raised about $20 billion
from investors in initial public of-
ferings, according to SPAC Ana-
lytics, a research firm that follows
the asset class. SPACs raised $12
billion last year alone, which is
still a fraction of the $437 billion in
U.S. private-equity buyouts last
year.

Big-name investors like billion-
aire Nelson Peltz, who is chief ex-
ecutive officer of Triarc, which
owns Arby’s and other food fran-
chises, and Tom Hicks, owner of
baseball’s Texas Rangers and the
Dallas Stars National Hockey
League franchise, have put togeth-
er SPACs over the past year. Peltz
backed a SPAC last fall that plans
to raise up to $750 million to ac-
quire a business that he feels has
been mismanaged. Hicks raised
$550 million last summer.

Locally, AOL co-founder James
V. Kimsey and Discovery Commu-
nications founder John S. Hen-
dricks are co-sponsors of Educa-
tion Media, a District-based SPAC
that will buy a for-profit education
company whose chief executive of-
ficer will be Pete Kirsch, Kimsey’s
chief of staff.

Washington venture capitalists
Raul Fernandez and Mark D. Ein
recently raised $260 million for
Capital Acquisition, a SPAC that
will look for high-growth compa-
nies, while former Maryland con-
gressman and National Basketball
Association player Tom McMillen
co-founded two SPACs in the secu-
rity sector. 

The management team of a
SPAC generally has 18 to 24
months from the initial public of-
fering to find an acquisition target
or it must return its investors’
money, with interest. If the man-
agers want to buy a company, they
must get approval from 70 percent
of their shareholders. 

Once an acquisition is made, the
SPAC’s original investors often
sell their shares to make a profit,
according to industry experts. The
new company is then bought by in-
vestors who bet on the long-term
prospects for the business. The
people who put the SPAC together
receive up to 20 percent of the eq-
uity in the purchased company. 

“Investing in a SPAC IPO seems
to have a very attractive risk-
reward scenario,” said Brian Wald-
man, director of Thomson Finan-
cial Capital Markets Intelligence.
“But for non-IPO investors the
jury is still out on how well these
investment vehicles will fare long-
term.”

The average annual return of
the 152 SPACs that have gone
public since 2003 was around 12
percent last November, but has
dropped to only 1.9 percent after
being hit by the current pullback
in equities, according to SPAC An-
alytics. 

Arthur Levitt, former chairman
of the Securities and Exchange
Commission, said blank-check
companies are risky investments
because they lack transparency.

“I have never found any blank-
check investment vehicle attrac-
tive,” Levitt said. “No matter what
the reputation or what the sponsor
might be. . . . They are the ulti-
mate in terms of lack of transpar-
ency.”

Supporters like McMillen said
regulations have improved to pro-
tect investors, citing the require-
ment that 70 percent of investors
approve an acquisition and the fact

that investors’ money is returned
if no acquisition is made.

Hedge funds and other spec-
ulative investors are big buyers of
IPO shares of blank-check compa-
nies and have helped fuel their ex-
pansion. That has added an ele-
ment of volatility, McMillen said.
Shares of one of his SPACs, For-
tress International Group, a maker
of data centers, have slipped below
their IPO price even as the com-
pany’s business grows.

“The pluses of SPACs are that
you get to bank with a manage-
ment team on finding a good busi-
ness deal with very little risk,” said
McMillen. “The downside is that
you have a lot of hedge funds get-
ting into it. There’s a lot of game-
playing.”

The average blank-check IPO
has grown from around $24 mil-
lion in 2003 to $332 million so far
this year, according to SPAC Ana-
lytics.

“There was a view that SPACs
are a financial gimmick and that
they are very difficult to make an
acquisition work,” said Neil Dan-
ics, who founded and operates
SPAC Analytics. “My research
tells you that overall . . . they do
work and like in any asset class,
it’s up to a professional or some-
one working full time to identify
the opportunities and how to in-
vest in them properly.”

At Sports Properties, Vice
Chairman Andrew Murstein said
the inspiration for the company
came as he, Aaron and Cuomo
were kicking around investment
ideas at a board meeting last year
of Medallion Financial, a company
founded by his family. Medallion
makes loans to finance taxicab me-
dallions and various commercial
businesses, and Aaron and Cuomo

are on its board. 
Murstein reached out last sum-

mer to Kemp — a former profes-
sional football quarterback, Re-
publican congressman and vice
presidential nominee — bringing
him on as chairman of Sports
Properties. 

“I knew he would be a great
door opener and someone who un-
derstood not only sports, but pub-
lic financing of sports facilities,”
said Murstein. 

Sports Properties then tapped
Tavares as chief executive, hoping
to draw on his experience running
other sports franchises, including
the Nationals, the California An-
gels and the NHL’s Mighty Ducks.
A partner at Kemp’s firm, James
R. Taylor, is an adviser to the
SPAC; Aaron and Cuomo are di-
rectors.

For now, Sports Properties is a
shell in search of a real company.
Last month, its managers went on
a nationwide tour to find inves-
tors, raising $215 million. The
units began trading on the Amer-
ican Stock Exchange two weeks
ago, and closed at $9.84 on Friday,
1.6 percent below the IPO price of
$10 per unit.

Now that it has investors, the
firm is on the hunt for an acquisi-
tion, maybe something involving a
professional sports team or a new
stadium. Kemp said he is inter-
ested in exploring the construc-
tion of an arena in Las Vegas for a
future National Basketball Associ-
ation franchise. 

“We are looking to buy some-
thing for a lot more than the $215
million,” Murstein said. “We can
raise more equity, apply leverage,
or have the seller take back stock.
We could buy something for over
$1 billion for example.”

The New Dealmaker: Blank Checks
DEALS, From D1
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Tony Tavares is CEO of Sports Properties Acquisition, an investment vehicle searching for an acquisition. Other leaders
of the special-purpose acquisition company include, below from left, Mario Cuomo, Henry Aaron and Jack Kemp.
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Increased Funds 
The money generated by 
blank-check initial public 
offerings has increased 
rapidly since 2004.
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at Fannie Mae,” one letter stated.
“As more and more African-

Americans leave . . . hope is leaving
the building as well,” read another
letter sent last month.

Fannie Mae officials responded
quickly after receiving the first let-
ter, calling meetings with groups of
African American and Hispanic
employees to get their take on the
climate. Stacey D. Stewart, former
head of the Fannie Mae Founda-
tion, who joined the company after
the unit was shut down last year,
set out to update the company’s di-
versity program. The plan is sched-
uled to go to the board this week.

Mudd said a number of factors
may have contributed to employee
unhappiness — an accounting
scandal, subsequent regulatory ac-
tion and turmoil in the economy
and housing market. “We had other
things to pay attention to, and I
think we kind of took our eye off
the ball,” Mudd said in a recent
meeting with Post editors and re-
porters. “I was disappointed that
we sort of lost that.” 

But Mudd added that Fannie
Mae’s diversity numbers “held up
pretty well and increased in a lot of
areas.” Last year, nearly half of its
employees were minorities, a level
that has risen steadily. The propor-
tion of mid-level minority employ-

ees rose from 49 percent to 52 per-
cent over the past three years.

One-fourth of Fannie Mae’s high-
level officers and directors are mi-
norities. That’s 10 percentage
points above the average among
U.S. financial services companies,
as reported to the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission.

“If you look at any [senior man-
agement team] of a financial serv-
ice firm and what their demograph-
ics look like, we are on the order of
two to three times more diverse
than any other organization,”
Mudd said.

Mudd took over after an ac-
counting scandal in 2004 forced
out then-chief executive Franklin
D. Raines. To help clean up the ac-
counting mess, the company
brought in an army of consultants
and other new staff while others
were let go.

By 2006, the work was largely
done, and the company needed to
shift workers again, cutting back
on the consultant force and reorga-
nizing operations generally. It
didn’t help when the credit crunch
hit in 2007.

Some employees grew uneasy as

desks went empty. Gone were a
number of “highly visible minor-
ities that people were attached to,”
said Leah Malcolm Skrine, a direc-
tor in the company’s audit division
who heads a networking group for
African American employees. 

“The company changed,” Mal-
colm Skrine said. “The frustrations
were not limited to diversity. . . .
Everyone was feeling stress, anxi-
ety, frustration, uncertainty.” 

The anonymous letter sent last
month listed current Fannie Mae
employees and others who left dur-
ing the reorganization, and urged
Mudd and Ashley to speak to them.
Several who were contacted by The
Post declined to discuss the matter,
and those who did said they did not
want to be identified for fear of le-
gal action against them.

Mudd said he read the letter but
thought it inappropriate to contact
the individuals. Instead, he spoke
with chief business officer Robert
J. Levin, who reached out to people
like Stewart and Malcolm Skrine to
gather groups to discuss the sub-
ject.

“You never hit perfect,” Malcolm
Levin said. “There will always be
people who gripe, and it’s not fair.
There will always be people who
raise issues, and it’s fair. We’ve
worked very hard to have a culture
where people speak and people get
heard.”

Letters Attack Fannie Mae’s Minority Atmosphere
FANNIE MAE, From D1

BY MANUEL BALCE CENETA — ASSOCIATED PRESS

Chief executive Daniel Mudd said that Fannie Mae’s diversity numbers “held
up pretty well and increased in a lot of areas.”
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