


**** Tampa Bay Times | Sunday, September 6, 2020 | 5A

In just five years, Nocco’s signature
program has ensnared almost 1,000 peo-
ple.
At least 1 in 10 were younger than 18,

the Times found. Some of the young
people were labeled as targets despite
having only one or two arrests.
Rio Wojtecki, 15, became a target in

September 2019, almost a year after he
was arrested for sneaking into carports
with a friend and stealing motorized
bicycles.
Those were the only charges against

Rio, and he already had a state-issued
juvenile probation officer checking on
him. Yet from September 2019 to Janu-
ary 2020, Pasco Sheriff ’s deputies went
to his home at least 21 times, dispatch
logs show.
They showed up at the car dealership

where his mom worked, looked for him
at a friend’s house and checked his gym
to see if he had signed in.
More than once, the deputies

acknowledged that Rio wasn’t getting
into trouble. They mostly grilled him
about his friends, according to body-
camera video of the interactions. But he
had been identified as a target, they said,
so they had to keep checking onhim.
Since September 2015, the Sheriff ’s

Office has sent deputies on checks like
those more than 12,500 times, dispatch
logs show.
Deputies gave the mother of one teen-

age target a $2,500 fine because she
had five chickens in her backyard. They
arrested another target’s father after
peering through a window in his house
and noticing a 17-year-old friend of his
son smoking a cigarette.
As they make checks, deputies feed

information back into the system, not
just on the people they target, but on
familymembers, friends and anyone else
in the target’s orbit.
In the past two years alone, two of the

nation’s largest law enforcement agen-
cies have scrapped similar programs fol-
lowing public outcries and reports docu-
menting serious flaws.
In Pasco, however, the initiative has

expanded. Last summer, the Sheriff ’s
Office announced plans to begin keeping
tabs on peoplewhohave been repeatedly
committed to psychiatric hospitals.
The Times shared its findings with

the Sheriff ’s Office six weeks before this
story published. Nocco declined multi-
ple interview requests.
In statements that spanned more

than 30 pages, the agency said it stands
behind its program—part of a larger ini-
tiative it calls intelligence-led policing.
It said other local departments use sim-
ilar techniques and accused the Times
of cherry-picking examples and paint-
ing “basic law enforcement functions” as
harassment.
The Sheriff ’s Office said its program

was designed to reduce bias in policing
by using objective data. And it provided
statistics showing a decline in burglar-
ies, larcenies and auto thefts since the
programbegan in 2011.
“This reduction in property crime

has a direct, positive impact on the lives
of the citizens of Pasco County and, for
that, we will not apologize,” one of the
statements said. “Our first and primary
mission is to serve and protect our com-
munity and the Intelligence Led Policing
philosophy assists us in achieving that
mission.”
But Pasco’s drop in property crimes

was similar to the decline in the seven-
largest nearby police jurisdictions. Over
the same time period, violent crime
increased only in Pasco.
Criminal justice experts said they

were stunned by the practices. They
compared the tactics to child abuse,
mafia harassment and surveillance that
could be expected under an authoritar-
ian regime.
“Morally repugnant,” said Matthew

Barge, an expert in police practices and
civil rights who oversaw court-ordered
agreements to address police miscon-
duct in Cleveland andBaltimore.
“One of the worst manifestations of

the intersection of junk science and bad
policing — and an absolute absence of
common sense and humanity — that I
have seen in my career,” said David Ken-
nedy, a renowned criminologist at the
John Jay College of Criminal Justice,
whose research on crime prevention is
referenced in Pasco’s policies.
The Times’ examination of Pasco’s

intelligence program comes amid a
national debate over the role of police
and calls to reduce funding for law
enforcement or replace entire depart-
ments.
For years, the program’s inner work-

ings have remained largely out of public
view, even as Nocco has touted its mer-
its in debates and community forums.
Times reporters combed through thou-
sands of pages of documents, watched
hours of body-camera footage and spent
months obtaining and analyzing the tar-
get list, which had not been previously
released.
Pasco is an overwhelmingly white

county, and the program did not appear
to disproportionately target peo-
ple based on race. But juvenile offend-
ers, regardless of race, were an out-
sized priority for the intelligence pro-
gram, according to former deputies and
aTimesdata analysis.
Of the 20 addresses visited most by

its dedicated enforcement teams, more
than half were home to middle- or high-
schoolerswhowere identified as targets.

Þ Þ Þ

BUILDING THE MACHINE
Nocco took over the Pasco Sheriff ’s

Office in 2011 when his predecessor
retired early and then-Gov. Rick Scott
appointed him to finish the term.
Nocco was 35 and a newly promoted

majorwhohad joined the Sheriff ’s Office
two years earlier. He had deep ties to
Republican politics but far less experi-
ence in law enforcement than the outgo-
ing sheriff.
He quickly rolled out a plan to remake

the department that sounded like a pitch
for a Hollywood blockbuster:Moneyball
meetsMinorityReport.
The intent was to reduce prop-

erty crime. The agency, which has 650
sworn law enforcement officers and
covers a county of roughly 500,000 res-
idents, would use data to predict where
crimes were likely to take place and who
was likely to commit them, Nocco told
reporters. Then deputies would find
those people and “take them out” —
thwarting criminal activity before it hap-
pened.
“Instead of being reactive,” he said,

“we are going to be proactive.”
He later said the approach was not

unlike the way the federal government
goes after terrorists.
The Pasco Sheriff ’s Office wasn’t

the only local agency trying to predict
crime. The Hillsborough County Sher-
iff ’s Office had already started using
crime statistics to pinpoint high-crime
areas and identify repeat offenders. The
two departments discussed techniques,
the Pasco agency said in one of its state-
ments.
The Pasco Sheriff ’s Office won a

$95,000 federal grant to upgrade its
computer systems and hired a small
team of civilian analysts. At first, the

analysts focused on identifying geo-
graphic crime trends and gathering
information from people in jail, said for-
mer Lt. Brian Prescott, who oversaw the
teamand retired in 2014.
But Nocco wanted to make proac-

tive strategies and intelligence gather-
ing his agency’s central philosophy. All
employees were required to take a two-
hour course on intelligence-led policing,
Prescott said. Supervisors got additional
training.
Nocco referenced the program often

as he ran for election for the first time
in 2012. Some residents appreciated it
so much, he boasted in one campaign
appearance, they threw deputies a block
party.
He won the race and continued build-

ing his intelligencemachine.
Today, the Sheriff ’s Office has a 30-per-

son intelligence-led policing section
with a $2.8 million budget, run by a for-
mer senior counterterrorism analyst
who was assigned to the National Coun-
terterrorism Center. The No. 2 is a for-
merArmy intelligence officer.
Twenty analysts scour police reports,

property records, Facebook pages, bank
statements and surveillance photos to
help deputies investigate crimes, accord-
ing to the agency’s latest intelligence-led
policing manual. Since September 2015,
they have also decided who goes on the
list of people deemed likely to break the
law.
The people on the list are what the

department calls “prolific offenders.”
The manual describes them as individu-
als who have “taken to a career of crime”
and are “not likely to reform.”
Potential prolific offenders are first

identified using an algorithm the depart-
ment invented that gives people scores
based on their criminal records. People
get points each time they’re arrested,
even when the charges are dropped.
They get points for merely being a sus-
pect.
The manual says people’s scores are

“enhanced” — it does not say by how
much — if they miss court dates, violate
their probation or appear in five ormore
police reports, even if they were listed as
awitness or the victim.
The Sheriff ’s Office told the Times

that a computer generates the scores
and creates an initial pool of offenders
every three months. But the analysts
go through the list by hand and make a
determination about which 100 people
should be on the list.
The analysts also work with the com-

mand staff to pick “Top 5” offenders,
who are thought to be key players in
criminal networks, and “district targets,”
who the department has enough evi-
dence to charge with a crime. The man-
ual does not saywhat criteria they use.
Deputies visit the prolific offend-

ers and the other targets as part of their
daily responsibilities.
Nocco described the practice as “both-

ering criminals” to the Council of Neigh-
borhoodAssociations in 2012.
The manual describes the goal in

aggressive terms.
“If the offender does not feel the pres-

sure, if the offender is not arrested when
they commit their next crime, or if the
offender is left to feel their punishment
ismenial,” themanual says, “the strategy
will have no impact.”
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‘ONE WAY OR ANOTHER’
Inside the agency, keeping the

machine hummingwas a top priority, six
former deputies and department leaders
told theTimes.
“At the end of every shift, they’d want

to know how many prolific-offender
checks your squad did,” said Chris

Starnes, a former lieutenant who over-
sawpatrol andnarcotics units.
Former Capt. James Steffens, who was

previously chief of the New Port Richey
Police Department, said deputies who
didn’t visit enough targets could be
removed from special assignments or
sent to work in districts far from their
homes. Their supervisors could too.
Both Starnes and Steffens resigned

from the Sheriff ’s Office. Starnes is a
plaintiff in an ongoing federal lawsuit
that accuses the agency of pushing out
employees who criticized specific poli-
cies, including the intelligence program.
Steffens is also suing the agency, alleg-
ing racial discrimination, retaliation and
defamation. The Sheriff ’s Office denies
the claims.
Some deputies — those on Strategic

Targeted Area Response teams, or STAR
teams — were dedicated to the pro-
gram’s objectives. Among their assign-
ments: to “hunt down” the targets,
according to a post the Sheriff ’s Office
made on its Facebook page in 2017.
Later in the post, then-STAR team

Deputy John Riyad described the allure
of being on the team: “I want to go out
and find people to arrest so we can pre-
vent those crimes fromhappening.”
The job included “intensive moni-

toring,” as the agency’s strategic plan
described it. Email reports recount
STAR deputies driving by targets’

homes, hunting for intel. They spotted
an orange mountain bike outside one
young offender’s house and checked
to see if any bicycles matching that
description had been reported stolen.
(None had.) They found another young
offender riding his scooter in front of his
residence on the county’s east side.
“He has cut his hair, which is now

short,” a deputy wrote in an undated
report. “He advised after the summer
break he will be going to 9th grade at
Schwettman (Education Center). He
claimed not to be associating with any of
his old friends.”
It also involved “directed harassment,”

former STAR team Cpl. Royce Rodgers
said in an interviewwith theTimes.
Rodgers, who also resigned from

the Sheriff ’s Office and is a plaintiff in
the lawsuit with Starnes, said his cap-
tain ordered him to make the contacts
aggressive enough that targets would
want tomove.
Rodgers and his team would show

up at people’s homes just to make them
uncomfortable, he said. They didn’t
always log the contacts in the agency’s
official records. He recalled parking five
patrol cars outside one target’s home all
night and visiting some as many as six
times in a single day.
They would do the same to targets’

friends, relatives and other “associates,”
he said.
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Pasco County
Sheriff Chris
Nocco took
over the
agency in
2011 when his
predecessor
retired early
and then-Gov.
Rick Scott
appointed him
to finish the
term. He was
35 and a newly
promoted
major who
had joined the
Sheriff’s Office
two years
earlier. He
quickly rolled
out a plan to
remake the
agency.

Rio Wojtecki
and his
mom, Denice
Wojtecki, at
their home in
Holiday. Rio,
15, became
a target in
September
2019, almost
a year after
he was
arrested
for stealing
motorized
bicycles.
Between then
and January,
deputieswent
to his home
at least 21
times, despite
Rio already
having a
probation
officer
checking on
him.

“One of
the worst
manifestations
of the
intersection of
junk science
and bad
policing ... that
I have seen in
my career.”
DavidKennedy,
a criminologistwhose
research is referenced in
thePasco Sheriff’sOffice
intelligencemanual
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