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Pasco’s sheriff created a futuristic program to stop crime before
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Pasco County Sheriff Chris Nocco took office in 2011 with a bold plan: to create a cutting-
edge intelligence program that could stop crime before it happened.

What he actually built was a system to continuously monitor and harass Pasco County
residents, a Tampa Bay Times investigation has found.

First the Sheriff’s Office generates lists of people it considers likely to break the law,
based on arrest histories, unspecified intelligence and arbitrary decisions by police analysts.

Then it sends deputies to find and interrogate anyone whose name appears, often with-
out probable cause, a search warrant or evidence of a specific crime.

They swarm homes in the middle of the night, waking families and embarrassing people

in front of their neighbors. They write tickets for missing mailbox numbers and overgrown
grass, saddling residents with court dates and fines. They come again and again, making
arrests for any reason they can.

One former deputy described the directive like this: “Make their lives miserable until
they move or sue.” See TARGETED, 5A
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University leaves racist tradition in the pas

How the great-grandson of a slave pushed
Florida to end its “Gator Bait” cheer.

BY MATT BAKER
Times Staff Writer

When Leonard Spearman heard
the racist history of the phrase

ida. He couldn’t shake the disturb-
ing images and postcards of Black
babies being used as alligator lures,
even if there was no direct connec-

1975 Florida graduate and alumni
association past president didn’t feel
comfortable calling for the cheer’s
removal out of the blue.

“It had been burning inside for
all those years,” Spearman told the
Tampa Bay Times. “But I knew the
timing, so to speak, was not there.”

ism, Spearman decided to speak up.

The 66-year-old great-grandson of
a slave fired off an email to Florida’s
president, Kent Fuchs. That note,
according to the Times’ review of 198
pages of records, helped justify the
school’s decision to discontinue one
of its famed football traditions.

summer for renaming buildings and
replacing The Eyes of Texas as the
school song because of its “racist
undertones.”

Texas and Florida are academic
and athletic peers. If Texas was
rethinking its past, Spearman fig-
ured his alma mater should, too.

“Gator Bait” years ago, he was tion between them and the school’s That changed in June. After Spearman, who lives in the Hous- The father of two Florida gradu- Leonard

upset at its association with his well-known cheer. George Floyd’s death sparked ton suburb of Katy, saw athletes at ates sat down to write on a Saturday Spearman

alma mater, the University of Flor- As offended as Spearman was, the nationwide conversations about rac- the University of Texas advocate this See CHANT, 4A
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continued from 1A

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 on him.

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
family members, 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 people who have been repeatedly
committed to psychiatric hospitals.

The Times shared its findings with
the Sherift’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
program began 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 and Baltimore.

“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
a Times data analysis.

Of the 20 addresses visited most by
its dedicated enforcement teams, more
than half were home to middle- or high-
schoolers who were identified as targets.

H NN
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
major who had 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
meets Minority Report.

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
team and 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 intelligence machine.

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-
mer Army 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 or more
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 say what 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-
borhood Associations 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
is menial,” the manual says, “the strategy
will have no impact.”

HEEN
‘ONE WAY OR ANOTHER’

Inside the agency, keeping the
machine humming was a top priority, six
former deputies and department leaders
told the Times.

“At the end of every shift, they’d want
to know how many prolific-offender
checks your squad did,” said Chris

DOUGLAS R. CLIFFORD | Times

Starnes, a former lieutenant who over-
saw patrol and narcotics 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-
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arrested

for stealing
motorized
bicycles.
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and January,
deputies went
to his home
at least 21
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Rio already
having a
probation
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checking on
him.

“One of

the worst
mantifestations
of the
intersection of
junk science
and bad
policing ... that
I have seen in

ments: to “hunt down” the targets, 2
according to a post the Sheriff’s Office my career.
made on its Facebook page in 2017. .

Later in the post, then-STAR team David Kennedy,
Deputy John Riyad described the allure a cnmlnqloglst whose )
of being on the team: “I want to go out research is referenced in
and find people to arrest so we can pre- the Pasco Sheriff’s Office
vent those crimes from happening” intelligence manual

The job included “intensive moni-
toring,” as the agency’s strategic plan
described it. Email reports recount
STAR deputies driving by targets’

Times (2020)

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 interview with the Times.

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 to move.

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.

See TARGETED, 6A

Pasco County
Sheriff Chris
Nocco took
over the
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2011 when his
predecessor
retired early
and then-Gov.
Rick Scott
appointed him
to finish the
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35 and a newly
promoted
major who
had joined the
Sheriff’s Office
two years
earlier. He
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out a plan to
remake the
agency.
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“We would
literally go out
there and take

a tape measure
and measure
the grass if
somebody
didn’t want to
cooperate with

2

us.

Former STAR team
Cpl. Royce Rodgers
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Dalanea Taylor, with her twins, Liberty and Freedom. After her release from prison, Taylor said she stopped breaking the law. But deputies kept showing up.

TARGETED

continued from 5A

“Those associates might have nothing
to do with the offender,” Rodgers said.
But as long as the analysts listed them
in the system, “we’d harass them too,” he
said.

If the targets, their family members or
associates wouldn’t speak to deputies or
answer questions, STAR team deputies
were told to look for code enforcement
violations like faded mailbox numbers,
a forgotten bag of trash or overgrown
grass, Rodgers said.

“We would literally go out there and
take a tape measure and measure the
grass if somebody didn’t want to cooper-
ate with us,” he said.

Rodgers said people sometimes would
fail to pay the fine, which would result in
awarrant being issued for their arrest.

“We’d get them one way or another,”
he said.

Rodgers said the tactics made him

Three and many of his colleagues uneasy. He
deputies thought the strategy was both ineffec-
question Rio tive and unethical, he said. But when he
Wojtecki’s raised concerns, he said, a supervisor
sisters in late threatened to strip him of his rank and

2019. send him back to patrol.

Pasco Sheriff's Office
H NN
LATE-NIGHT VISITS AND
CODE CITATIONS
Watch the In interviews with the Times, 21 fam-
body-camera ilies targeted by the program described
id deputies pounding on their doors at all
VIA€O 15yrs ofthe day and night.

tampabay.com/ Nearly half said deputies sometimes
targetedbodycam surrounded their homes, lined their

streets with patrol cars or shined flash-
lights into their windows.

Nine said they were threatened with
or received code enforcement citations.

Four said they seriously considered
moving. One did.

Two adults whose teenage children
were targeted had no complaints about
how the Sheriff’s Office had treated their
families. Both said they were having
trouble with their children and appre-
ciated deputies stepping in. Another
father said he was surprised but not
bothered that deputies checked on his
teenage daughter.

All of the others called the tactics
unhelpful or unbearable.

Sheila Smith was among them. Dep-
uties showed up at her Land O’ Lakes
home over and over in 2017 and 2018
looking for her teenage son, even though
he was under court-ordered house arrest
at his grandmother’s home in Hillsbor-
ough County, she said.

Their fifth visit was on Jan. 11, 2018,
at 10:32 p.m. Smith stepped outside in
a bathrobe and explained the situation.
“He’s already under supervision,” she

told the deputies politely, according to
body-camera video of the encounter. “It’s
not necessary for y’all to come here any-
more.”

Deputies came by looking for her son
at least three more times after that, the
dispatch log shows. Another time, they
put her husband, Vaughn Sr., in hand-
cuffs and loaded him into the back of a
cruiser, she said. They later said they had
mistaken him for his brother and let him
go.

In one of its statements to the Times,
the Sheriff’s Office said that the incident
had nothing to do with intelligence-led
policing and the deputy had apologized
for the confusion. But Vaughn Smith Sr.
said the visit had started as so many oth-
ers had: with the deputy asking about
his son.

The Smiths said it was obviously
harassment. They called a lawyer and
considered moving out of the county,
they said. They stayed only because they
own their home.

The deputies didn’t only go looking for
the targets themselves.

They grilled a 25-year-old woman at
the Dunkin’ Donuts where she worked
in September 2019 and watched her as
she sat outside the building two days
later, Sheriff’s Office records show.

The woman had no criminal history
beyond traffic offenses. But her boy-
friend was a target, and the deputies
were trying to find him.

When deputies returned a third time
that week, the woman said she and her
boyfriend had broken up and com-
plained that the deputies were harassing
her, according to their notes. The depu-
ties later confirmed the man they were
looking for had left the state with a dif-
ferent woman.

People who were targeted said the
checks lasted for months.

Dalanea Taylor was arrested 14 times
before turning 17, mostly for burglar-
ies and stealing cars. She went to prison,
was released and stopped breaking the
law, she said. But deputies kept showing
up at her home. They’d ask who she was
hanging out with, what she knew about
certain people, if she was in a relation-
ship.

Taylor, now 20, wouldn’t answer, she
said. It felt inappropriate.

Once, after Taylor posted a photo with
a male friend on Facebook, deputies
asked about the friend. Later, she said, a
deputy followed her in a patrol car as she
walked down her street.

When deputies knocked on her door
at 7:32 a.m. on New Year’s Day 2018, a
family friend implored them to ease up.
By then, Taylor had been out of prison
for nine months and had not been re-
arrested. The deputies said they would
not stop monitoring her for a “couple of
years,” according to their notes on the
conversation.

“She advised she’s staying out of trou-
ble,” they wrote. “She is pregnant and is
expecting in June.”

Rio Wojtecki, the 15-year-old who dep-
uties checked on 21 times, said the con-
stant visits made him anxious. One night
in January, a few hours after deputies
had visited, Rio had trouble breathing
and collapsed on the bathroom floor. His
mother called an ambulance. Later, an
emergency room doctor said anxiety was
likely to blame.

In one of its statements to the Times,
the Sheriff’s Office said Rio had been
named a “Top 5” offender because of his
“criminal network and associations.”
The agency also said he is in a gang, cit-
ing criminal intelligence, but would not
elaborate. He and his mother denied the
allegation.

Rio wasn’t the only person in the fam-
ily who felt harassed.

One night, deputies showed up at

Pasco Sheriff's Office

Deputies handcuffed Da’Marion Allen’s family members at their front door in

October 2019.

the house when Rio’s older sisters were
home alone. His 19-year-old sister, Kay-
Lee, explained that Rio was with their
mother at her office and went back
inside.

Deputy Thomas Garmon knocked on
the window and pounded on the door.

“KayLee!” he yelled, according to his
body-camera video. “You’re about to
have some issues.”

When she opened the door, Garmon
threatened to write her a code enforce-
ment citation for not having numbers
posted on the house or mailbox unless
she let them search the home for Rio.
She insisted there were numbers on the
mailbox but ultimately let a deputy in.

A few months later, deputies gave
Rio’s mother two tickets: one for not hav-
ing numbers on her house and one for
a broken-down car in the driveway. She
had to go to court and pay $100 in fines.

‘HOW CAN WE GET
THIS DUDE?’

Many of the visits were polite, accord-
ing to interviews with the program’s tar-
gets and body-camera footage of the
interactions. But as deputies came back
repeatedly, some of the interactions
turned combative — and had serious
consequences.

Rodgers, the former STAR team cor-
poral, said he and his team would look
for reasons to make arrests. Once, they
spotted a teenage target through the
window of his home. Another teenager
was there, too, smoking a cigarette. Both
refused to come outside, and the tar-
get’s father, Robert A. Jones III, wouldn’t
make them.

“We couldn’t get the Kkids,” Rodgers
recalled. “So we arrested the dad.”

Deputies charged Jones with contrib-
uting to the delinquency of a minor and
resisting an officer.

The charges were dropped. But nine
days later, deputies arrested Jones again,
this time for missing a court hearing for
a code enforcement citation he said he
never received. Deputies arrested Jones
a third time less than three months later,
saying they found a small amount of
marijuana in his house and truck.

“It was like a gang,” Jones told the
Times. “They were like, ‘How can we get
this dude?’”

The new charges against Jones — mar-
ijuana possession and child neglect —
were also dropped, but not before the
Sheriff’s Office posted the details of the
arrest on its Facebook page.

Jones moved his family to a motel to
get away from the harassment, he said.

They later moved to Pinellas County.

Other families had similar experi-
ences.

Deputies went to 14-year-old target
Da’Marion Allen’s house before school
one day last October to ask about a car
theft they thought he was involved in.
While they were there, they arrested his
53-year-old grandmother, his 28-year-
old uncle and a 20-year-old female rela-
tive.

The grandmother, Michelle Dotson,
was standing outside when the deputies
first arrived. She said she asked them
to call Da’Marion’s lawyer. But when
Da’Marion came out, she said, one of the
deputies tried taking him into custody.

A police report says Dotson grabbed
the deputy by his wrist and refused to
let go. Dotson denies the allegations. She
said the only person she touched was her
grandson, who has developmental dis-
abilities and functions at the level of a
young child.

Deputies said the 20-year-old relative
tried to hit one of them in the head with
a decorative vase. Dotson said that when
deputies started crowding the foyer, she
asked the relative to move the vase so it
wouldn’t break.

None of the adults had been arrested
before, they said. They all denied touch-
ing or threatening any deputies. Their
cases are pending.

Tammy Heilman had the Sheriff’s
Office policy explained bluntly to her in
September 2016.

Earlier in the day, STAR team Dep-
uty Andrew Denbo had stopped by her
house asking questions about a dirt bike
he thought her 16-year-old son — a Sher-
iff’s Office target — bought with stolen
money. Heilman was taking her 7-year-
old daughter to Girl Scouts. She told
Denbo she wouldn’t speak without an
attorney present and drove off.

Denbo noticed Heilman and her
daughter were not wearing seat belts,
according to the police report. He told
her to stop, then followed her down the
street and pulled her over.

In the report, Denbo wrote that he
opened Heilman’s car door and ordered
her to get out. She stayed put and called
9-1-1, saying a deputy had hurt her and
she needed help, body-cam video shows.

Heilman told the Times she was
scared and confused. She said her
daughter had been wearing a seat belt
until Denbo opened the door and the
two adults began yelling at each other.

The video shows a group of deputies
yanking Heilman from the car.

Heilman was arrested on charges
of resisting an officer, battery on a law
enforcement officer and providing false
See TARGETED, 7A
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continued from 6A

information in a prior conversation
about the dirt bike. The police report
says she scratched and Kkicked the depu-
ties who arrested her.

Before she was taken to jail, during a
conversation captured on the tape, Hei-
Iman asked why she had been arrested.
“Because I told you to stop back there
and you drove away,” Denbo replied.

On the way to jail, he continued:
“Here’s the policy of the agency. I'll
explain it to you so it makes sense. If
people themselves or people that live at
a house are committing crimes and vic-
timizing the community, then the direc-
tion we receive from our Sheriff’s Office,
from the top down, is to go out there and
for every single violation that person
commits, to come down and enforce it
upon them.”

Two years later, deputies arrested Hei-
Iman a second time, after she opened
her screen door into a deputy’s chest.
Heilman said it wasn’t intentional. She
had a child in her arms and said the
door sometimes jams. Video shows her
angrily shoving the door open, but then
holding it open and telling the deputies
they could come inside.

Because Heilman was on probation,
she wasn’t offered bail. She spent 76 days
in jail. When she was offered a plea deal
that sentenced her to one-year probation
plus time served, she took it.

She wanted to spend Christmas with
her children, she said. But the decision
had lasting consequences. She is now a
convicted felon. In the two years since,
she said, she has been unable to find
work.

HEN
‘EVERYTHING THAT'S
WRONG WITH POLICING’

Fifteen experts on policing reviewed
aspects of Pasco’s program for the Times.
Five of them reviewed versions of the
program’s manual.

They identified some portions of the
program that are based on well-estab-
lished law enforcement philosophies,
including problem-oriented and com-
munity policing. But they also pointed to
what they described as serious flaws.

They noted that Pasco’s scoring sys-
tem awards points based on arrests,
which can reflect racially biased policing
practices and doesn’t take into account
whether charges were dropped or the
person was acquitted.

Some experts were concerned that
people can get points for having been
suspected of a crime. There are no rules
for what makes someone a suspect. It
can boil down to who they know or how
an individual detective investigates, said
Sarah Brayne, a sociology professor at
the University of Texas at Austin and
author of a book on big-data policing.

Ana Muiliz, a University of California,
Irvine criminologist who studies gang
databases, noted that the manuals don’t
include a way for residents to check if
they’ve been targeted or to file an appeal.

The system also lets the Sheriff’s
Office collect an extraordinary amount
of information on people who may not
have committed a crime, said Andrew
Guthrie Ferguson, a law professor at
American University and national
expert in predictive policing.

After reviewing the most recent man-
ual, Ferguson said: “It feels like every-
thing that’s wrong about policing in one
document.”

Other experts said the agency’s tac-
tics were unlikely to deter people from
breaking the law and added that the pro-
gram provides little extra help or social
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Tammy
Heilman,

45, says

the Pasco
Sheriff’s
Office

has been
harassing
her family
for at least
four years,
since her
older son was
added to a
list of people
considered
likely to break
the law. Her
younger son,
Anthony
McDougall,
17, has since
become

one of the
agency'’s
targets

and her
daughters,
Izabella
Zander, 8,
and Zenia
Zander, 11, are
terrified of
police.
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services to the people it targets.

The closest it comes is a palm-sized
card with a list of 20 local health care
providers, nonprofits and government
agencies that deputies are supposed
to hand out. The cards contain names,
addresses, phone numbers and nothing
else.

Initially, a half-dozen of the pro-
gram’s targets said deputies never gave
them even that much information. That
changed last month. After the Times
presented its findings to the Sher-
iff’s Office, both Rio’s mother and Heil-
man said deputies came to their houses
with printouts of a community resource
guide from the local office of the Florida
Department of Health.

Ferguson said programs like Pasco’s
were popular a decade or so ago. But in
recent years, he said, the concept had
been largely discredited.

The Los Angeles Police Department
used to have a scoring system to identify
violent offenders. But critics attacked the
program as biased and invasive, and the
department’s Inspector General found
that half of the 637 people in the data-
base had one or no violent-crime arrests.
The department discontinued the pro-
gram in August 2018.

The Chicago Police Department had
its own system that sought to identify
people who were likely to be involved
in shootings, either as the perpetrator
or victim. But the city’s Inspector Gen-
eral found the program was unfair and
based on outdated and inaccurate data.
The agency quietly ended the program
in November 2019.

The Pasco Sherift’s Office said it devel-
oped its scoring system with the help of
a top expert. The agency said it created
the rubric “in concert with the recom-
mendations of Dr. Jerry Ratcliffe, who
we continue to partner with on this pro-
gram.”

Ratcliffe, a national expert on intel-
ligence-led policing, told the Times he
hadn’t spoken to the Pasco Sheriff’s
Office “in years and years.” He said his
involvement in the program was limited

to a two- or three-day training he pro-
vided in 2013.

Told this by the Times, the Sheriff’s
Office responded that Ratcliffe’s books
are required reading, that a Pasco cap-
tain contributed to Ratcliffe’s most
recent book and that several members of
the agency attended a training Ratcliffe
conducted this year in St. Petersburg.

HEN
TEENAGERS AS TARGETS

Young people were a major focus of
the program, according to records and
interviews.

Rodgers, the former STAR team cor-
poral, said his squad “chased almost
exclusively juveniles.” Denbo told Hei-
Iman, the mother who was arrested
twice, that he spent most of his time
dealing with kids and their families,
according to body-camera footage.

The number of teenagers who were
targeted is likely larger than the Times
was able to identify.

The agency wouldn’t provide a list
that specified when people were added,
so the Times started out by excluding
anyone who had been arrested after
turning 18. That left 88 people. Through
interviews, reporters identified another
seven who were targeted as minors and
later arrested, raising the total to 10 per-
cent of the list.

About 7.5 percent of people arrested in
Pasco County are 17 or younger.

In its statements to the Times, the
Sheriff’s Office said the program was
designed to address types of property
crimes that teenagers often commit. It
pointed specifically to a number of auto
thefts by young people in neighbor-
ing Pinellas County that the Times has
reported on extensively.

The statements included an exten-
sive recounting of the criminal records
of the juveniles featured in this story.
“Just because an individual is 12 does
not make him or her incapable of com-
mitting crime,” it said of one of the pro-
gram’s youngest targets.

Kennedy, the John Jay criminologist,
called the agency’s tactics “child abuse.”

“There is nothing that justifies terror-
izing school kids,” he said.

Other experts pointed to studies
showing aggressive policing makes juve-
nile offenders more likely to reoffend,
not less. They said the criminal justice
system treats young people more leni-
ently than adults because their brains
are not fully developed and they are
more likely to be rehabilitated.

The Sheriff’s Office uses juvenile
records the same as adult records in
its score calculation. Its latest manual
encourages deputies to make sure young
prolific offenders don’t get the benefits
of the juvenile justice system: It recom-
mends they be charged as adults instead
of children.

Pasco isn’t the only local law enforce-
ment agency that pays extra attention
to young offenders. Several Pinellas
County agencies have a joint program
to monitor teenagers on court-ordered
home detention or probation. But teens
must have at least five felony arrests in
one year to qualify. It is run in partner-
ship with the state Department of Juve-
nile Justice and brings social workers
and counselors on visits to the teenag-
ers’ homes, Pinellas Sheriff Bob Gualtieri
told the Times.

State Department of Juvenile Justice
spokeswoman Amanda Slama said her
agency had limited knowledge of Pas-
co’s program and was not involved. She
declined to comment further.

Some of the minors who were targeted
were especially vulnerable.

Twenty of the targets were 15 or
younger when the list was provided
to the Times. Two are 13 today, includ-
ing Jahheen Winters, who has autism
and post-traumatic stress disorder from
childhood abuse, his mother said.

At least three of the targets had
developmental disabilities: Jahheen,
Da’Marion and Lorenzo Gary, a 17-year-
old with autism and mental health con-
ditions, his mother said. Lorenzo was
See TARGETED, 8A

Former Pasco
Sheriff’s
Office Lt.
Chris Starnes,
who oversaw
patrol and
narcotics
units, said

he was
repeatedly
asked about
his squad’s
prolific
offender
checks.
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twice found incompetent to stand trial,
meaning he couldn’t be prosecuted
because a judge found he didn’t under-
stand the gravity of the charges or the
potential penalties.

The targeting was sometimes taking
place as troubled teenagers worked to
get their lives back on track.

Matthew Lott was put on the prolific
offender list at 14. He was arrested at
least six times in 2016 and 2017, mostly
for breaking into unoccupied homes
and cars. Deputies checked on him
constantly, his mother recalled, some-
times interrupting family movie nights.

But by 2018, after several months at
a residential program for at-risk kids
outside of Orlando, Matthew started
to turn his life around. He returned to
Pasco, earned his GED, got a mainte-
nance job at his church and stayed out
of trouble, records show.

Still, deputies showed up at his door.
They came one evening that Septem-
ber, when he was supposed to be rest-
ing after having his tonsils removed.
They came again in October.

“He’s still labeled in our system as a
prolific offender, which means he’s going
to keep getting checked on,” a deputy
told his mom, according to video of the
encounter.

Three of Matthew’s close friends said
he was afraid the department would find
areason to send him back to jail.

Six weeks after the October visit, Mat-
thew’s body was found behind a vacant
building on U.S. 19. His death was ruled
a suicide by prescription drug overdose.
He had left a short note on his laptop,
apologizing and thanking his family and
friends.
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Matthew’s mother said she wasn’t
sure why Matthew took his life.
Experts say suicide rarely has a single
cause. But two psychologists and a
social worker who were not involved in
Matthew’s case said the way the depu-
ties treated him could put tremendous
psychological pressure on any young
person and contribute to a feeling of
hopelessness.

Officials at the Department of Juvenile
Justice knew Matthew was struggling.
They noted in his file at least seven times
that he had been cutting himself or had

suicidal thoughts.

The Sheriff’s Office acknowledged it
had access to a portion of the file that
labeled Matthew at risk of suicide. But
the department said it would be irre-
sponsible to blame Matthew’s death on
its program. It said the program is based
on crime data alone, and Matthew qual-
ified.

“Despite our best effort with providing
resources, Mr. Lott continued to offend,”
the agency said.

Asked what resources it provided,
the Sheriff’s Office said it gave Matthew
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a copy of the resource card, listing 20
other organizations he could turn to for
help.

Times data reporter Connie Humburg
contributed to this report.

The Times reported this story with the
support of the Fund for Journalism on Child
Well-Being, a program of the USC Annenberg
Center for Health Journalism’s 2020 National
Fellowship. The reporting was also supported
by a grant from the Fund for Investigative
Journalism.

Jahheen
Winters, 13,
was one of
the youngest
targets of
the Pasco
Sheriff’s
Office,
despite his
having autism
and post-
traumatic
stress
disorder from
childhood
abuse. His
mother,
Jennifer
Winters,
holds a
cellphone
photograph
of him
celebrating
his recent
graduation
from middle
school.

Lachelle
Carpenter
holds a
drawing given
to her by her
son, Matthew
Lott, in front
of her home
in Holiday.
Matthew was
constantly
monitored by
deputies in
2017 and 2018
as part of the
intelligence-
led policing
program.

He died by
suicide in
2018.

ABOUT THE REPORTING

Our reporters started investigating
the Pasco Sheriff’s Office’s intelligence-
led policing program in late 2019.

The department had promoted the
initiative for years as a success. But little
had been reported about how it actually
worked.

We made a series of public records
requests that gave us access to internal
documents describing the program.

We obtained two manuals that
explained how predictive policing func-
tioned — one from 2016 and a more
recent version from 2018. We also
obtained a sample of emailed daily intel-
ligence summaries and four “actionable
intelligence” presentations created by
the department’s analysts. Some of the
records had full pages redacted, but the
unredacted portions described deputies
following and questioning the program’s
targets.

We also worked to obtain the Sheriff’s
Office list of targets, which had never
been released. In November, the agency
estimated it would take three hours to
produce the record. But by January, we
had not received anything and enlisted
the help of our attorneys. The Sheriff’s
Office ultimately gave us a list of 946
people who were targeted from 2015 to
the end of January 2020. They also pro-
duced a list from the department’s dis-
patch system showing when deputies
had made “prolific offender checks” and
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which addresses had been visited.

The department declined to provide
additional details, including when spe-
cific people were added to the list, or
release the entire database. This made
it difficult to say how many people were
targeted as minors. The list of names
released by the department dated to
2015, and so a 14-year-old added then
would be 19 today.

To overcome this, we used database
software to match the names against
data showing every booking into Pasco
jails. In Florida, a juvenile’s entire arrest
record becomes public whenever he
or she is charged with a felony. Those
records allowed us to identify about 100
people who could potentially have been
targeted as minors. Then we paid more
than $2,500 for comprehensive criminal
history reports from the state Depart-
ment of Law Enforcement to fill in any
gaps.

We excluded anyone who had been
arrested after the age of 17.

We also excluded anyone identified as
“Top 5” offenders and “district targets”
who is currently an adult, even if they
had only been arrested when they were
juveniles. The Sheriff’s Office manual
says you can be added to those catego-
ries for reasons other than an arrest.

Even with those strict limitations, we
found 88 teenagers on the list.

We know that number is an under-
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What the body-camera

video shows

We collected hours of body-camera foot-
age showing interactions between Pasco
deputies and the intelligence-led policing
program'’s targets. Watch deputies’ con-
versations with Rio Wojtecki and Sheila
Smith, and the encounters that led to the
arrest of Tammy Heilman and members
of Da’Marion Allen’s family.
tampabay.com/targetedbodycam

count. Some people were originally tar-
geted as teenagers and then arrested
again after they became adults. In our
reporting, we identified at least seven
additional cases like this.

Reporters then drove back and forth
across Pasco County to speak with peo-
ple who had been targeted and their
families. They interviewed 24 families,
the vast majority of whom described
being repeatedly harassed and followed
by deputies.

Six of the families featured in our
story also gave us special permission to
get copies of their children’s confiden-
tial files from the Department of Juve-
nile Justice. Those files include detailed
criminal histories. We compared these
documents with the comprehensive
criminal history reports we obtained
from the Florida Department of Law
Enforcement to be sure we weren’t miss-
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ing anything.

We also spent more than $2,000 to
acquire body-camera footage and police
reports from interactions between dep-
uties and the individuals who were tar-
geted.

The department declined requests for
interviews and a ride-along with depu-
ties beginning in October. Sheriff Chris
Nocco declined additional requests for
an interview when we provided a list
of our findings six weeks ago. But the
department answered some questions
in writing and provided two written
responses to our findings.

In addition, former employees
explained how the program worked
behind the scenes. Two were department
leaders who actively oversaw units that
were implementing the intelligence-led
policing program. Some of those depu-
ties are involved in a lawsuit against
the department that alleges they were
improperly pushed out of their jobs. We
identified in the story when a quoted dep-
uty was involved in the lawsuit.

We requested interviews with the other
deputies named in the story. They either
declined to comment or the department
did not make them available.

We also interviewed 15 well-respected
policing and criminal justice experts from
across the country. Several also reviewed
the department’s handbooks and body-
camera footage at our request.

Digital design
Neil Bedi

Read the
agency’s
response

The Pasco Sheriff's
Office provided more
than 30 pages of writ-
ten responses to the
Times' reporting. We
published it online.
tampabay.com/
targetedreaction

Reach out
to us

To tell us about your
experiences with

the Pasco County
Sheriff's Office and its
intelligence-led polic-
ing program, email
Kathleen McGrory at
kmcgrory@tampabay.
com and Neil Bedi at
nbedi@tampabay.
com. You can also use
the encrypted mes-
saging app, Signal, to
contact the Tampa Bay
Times investigations
team at (727) 892-
2944. For additional
contact options, go to
tampabay.com/tips.
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