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Land deals crumble into cries of fraud
By Bill Torpy and J. Scott Trubey 
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution and Associated Press

5:30 a.m. Wednesday, February 2, 2011

In August 2004, a small group of investors met in the conference room of a doctor’s office to chart a bold
course in the wide-open Atlanta commercial real estate game.

Heading the meeting was Shi Shailendra, an Indian-born man with an infectious confidence and a long
track record of forging relationships. The city’s skyline was changing and he was going to have his say in
how it looked, others in the meeting recall him saying.

Along the way, they were going to make a lot of money.

Notes of the meeting show Shailendra talked of his political and real estate connections, his sterling
reputation and a “sixth sense on property selection.” The vision statement was audacious, with talk of
creating a billion-dollar real estate empire and each partner increasing his net worth by $100 million in 10
years.

“He sold us a big picture and painted a phenomenal picture of how it all would work,” Rahim Sabadia, one
of the investors, recalled Friday in an interview. “We bought it hook, line and sinker.”

Those dreams of riches are now the boilerplate for a series of lawsuits filed by Sabadia and others alleging
Shailendra sold them a false bill of goods, defrauding them and others of tens of millions of dollars.

The suits, filed over the past few weeks, claim Shailendra frequently switched around assets and
corporations to confuse his partners while using their investments as his own “personal piggy bank.”

Shailendra, in turn, last week countersued, saying his former partners are disgruntled investors who have
embarked on a yearlong mission to smear him and his decades of service to the community.

Behind the lawsuits is a story of an influential, politically connected developer and the animosity that
erupted when grand plans fizzled because of, depending on whom you believe, the real estate bust or his
fraudulent actions.

Shailendra’s accusers, his attorney Simon Bloom said, are blaming him for losses in a historic real estate
market crash and trying to get other investors riled up.

“It’s all going to come down to a question of credibility, and the credibility battle will be won through the
evidence and the long list of witnesses who will vouch for the truthfulness and honor of Mr. Shailendra,”
Bloom said.

2/2/2011 Land deals crumble into cries of fraud  …

ajc.com/…/land-deals-crumble-into-824… 1/5



“When things go bad, people start pointing fingers at each other,” he said. “But this has more vitriol and
bile to it.”

Shailendra’s accusers say it’s not just the loss of their life savings; it’s a violation of a trust built up over
years.

Ishtiaq Khan, an Atlanta orthopedic surgeon, was introduced to Shailendra 20 years ago by another Indian-
American physician. The two became friends, and Khan invested in real estate with the 65-year-old
Shailendra, then a developer in Clayton County. The investments were fruitful. At least, Khan said, on
paper.

“We were not just friends; we were family,” said Khan, 55. “I was [like] an uncle to his kids.”

Shi Shailendra, the son of a farmer from northern India, came to Atlanta to study engineering at Georgia
Tech and was hired to work as Clayton County’s transportation engineer. As Clayton grew in the 1980s,
Shailendra started buying land and later built offices that catered mostly to physicians who were also
immigrants from India.

One such doctor, Raju Vanapalli, an orthopedic surgeon, has known Shailendra for nearly 30 years and
has been involved in several real estate deals with him. “I have made money with Shi,” he said. “He’s an
even-tempered person, very dependable.”

Vanapalli said he and Shailendra were among a small group that in the 1980s dreamed up what eventually
became the Hindu Temple of Atlanta in Riverdale.

Building political power

The Indian community was educated and hardworking but not politically connected, so Shailendra took it
upon himself to help bring his brethren to the table. During the 1990s and into the 2000s, Shailendra was a
tireless rainmaker and contributor to Democratic causes, holding get-togethers with friends and associates
to raise money.

In 1998, Shailendra’s business and family gave $55,000 to the campaigns for top state posts, including the
victorious gubernatorial candidate Roy Barnes. Barnes appointed him to the board of his grand new
initiative, the Georgia Regional Transportation Authority. Throughout the 2000s, Shailendra raised
$90,000 for state Democratic candidates or the party.

On the federal scene, Shailendra was even more generous. He has given more than $140,000 to
Democratic candidates in recent years, ranging from presidential contenders Al Gore and John Edwards to
former U.S. Sen. Max Cleland, federal records show.

“He was a good friend of mine who raised campaign funds for me,” said Barnes. “He was building buildings
for Indian-Americans and they trusted him; and he asked those folks for political donations and they’d
give.”

Barnes added: “He never tried to mislead me. He never tried to ask me to do anything immoral. I would trust
him with any amount of money.”
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Shailendra has been on a bevy of prestigious boards of appointed positions. Last year, he was named
vice-chairman of the Clayton County Development Board. In 2008, he was named to the Carter Center
board of councilors, and in 2008 he was named a Democratic member of the Electoral College.

B.K. Mohan, an Indian immigrant and a cardiologist who has known Shailendra for three decades, said his
friend is the embodiment of the American dream.

“He came from a humble family. You have to prove yourself and work hard and pull yourself up the rungs of
the ladder,” said Mohan. “He built a large network over time. That’s how he became successful.”

Mohan, too, invested in some projects with Shailendra and still has “substantial investments, and they are
still active and good.”

The buildings they invested in sold for profits, he said. But Mohan said he kept it simple. “My dealings were
straightforward and simple. When you go higher, there’s a chance of falling from higher heights.”

Shailendra was always known as an ambitious businessman and negotiator who wanted to expand and
diversify his business beyond the medical community, real estate insiders say.

In the mid-2000s, Shailendra Group set its sights on Midtown Atlanta, a market undergoing almost frenetic
growth.

He hired a major real estate player, John Robbins, away from Hines, a prestigious construction firm. It was
a sign to other developers that Shailendra Group had arrived on the Atlanta scene. Robbins has since left
the company. Shailendra Group also partnered with Jamestown Properties to buy land at 17th and West
Peachtree streets for a mixed-use luxury hotel, condo and office development, a project that has since
been stalled by the economy.

Downturn spurs questions

When times were good, real estate investors were often passive and didn’t question the returns they were
getting, said Greg Hays, founder of an Atlanta firm specializing in distressed assets and receiverships.
When the market crashed, partners got inquisitive.

Hays said he’s seeing more litigation involving partners in failed land deals. “In these deals, investors are
getting active and looking into their investments,” he said.

A handful of investors, led by Khan and his brother-in-law, Sabadia, have filed six suits in three states.
Sabadia is chief executive of Sabtech Industries, a California-based tech supplier to the military.

The two men, along with the trusts they represent and a handful of other investors, lost at least $25 million
and are on the hook for another $55 million in loans, according to an auditor hired by the plaintiffs.

The suits share common themes. In the latest, filed Wednesday in Fulton County, members of Shi
Investments One say they bought land in Henry County in 2005 for an anticipated shopping center but that
Shailendra pocketed investor cash for his own use, mismanaged and co-mingled funds and sold property
to other entities he controlled without their knowledge.
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Shi One, one of Shailendra’s many investor-owned limited liability companies, was set up that year with
Shailendra as its managing partner.

According to the suit, Shailendra solicited $7.1 million in cash from the investors to buy the Henry County
property. The investors allege that Shailendra, through a series of land sales, improperly paid himself or
companies he controlled more than $1.5 million.

He also “absconded with” $680,000 from transactions not accounted for in the company’s books and did
not account for an additional $2.3 million in capital investments, the lawsuit says.

Meanwhile, the suit alleges Shailendra used Shi One property, without authorization, to secure personal
loans totaling $3.9 million. About $2.6 million of loans are now in default, the lawsuit says.

The alleged wrongdoing, the complaint said, was not uncovered until Shailendra resigned in June 2010 as
managing partner of Shi One. The plaintiffs replaced him and later sued him for access to the partnership’s
records.

Shailendra claims he was given total day-to-day control over the inner workings of the partnerships. He
said in his suit that he pumped cash, that was never repaid, into various partnerships for Khan, who was
going through a contentious divorce at the time. Shailendra’s lawsuit includes an affidavit from Khan’s ex-
wife agreeing they gave him oral power of attorney to act on their behalf.

Shailendra also claims in his suit that Sabadia and Khan, after cutting back on their cash support for the
enterprises, authorized him to obtain nearly $9 million in loans to fund various investments. Shailendra
contends he also made millions in payments on the loans from his own pocket as the economy worsened
and income from real estate investments dried up.

Sabadia said Shailendra was the day-to-day guy but he wasn’t given carte blanche to do as he pleased.
“This is nothing more than an attack-the-victim strategy,” he said.

Sabadia said he and Khan smelled something wrong in mid-2009 when Shailendra continually evaded
questions about their investments. They later retained legal help and a forensic accountant.

“I’ll never forget that day in December 2009, [accountant] Carlene Kikugawa sat across from me and told
me we were victims of a massive Ponzi scheme and real estate fraud,” Sabadia said. “Thirty-two years of
hard work. Thirty-two years of savings. Thirty-two years of no debt. All of this up in smoke, thanks to Shi.”

Shailendra’s attorney Bloom strongly denied the accusations. “It’s become such a blood feud,” he said.
“That should be the headline.”

Staff writers Bob Keefe and James Salzer contributed to this article.

-------

Atlanta Journal-Constitution reporters Bill Torpy and J. Scott Trubey reviewed hundreds of pages of court
documents in seven lawsuits filed in three states. The reporters interviewed investors who are suing Shi
Shailendra and those who continue to standby the Southside developer. The paper also interviewed
political and real estate insiders and reviewed federal and state campaign disclosures from the late 2001
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through 2010.
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