Some deputies had records before being hired

Pasco deputy
did not reveal
. arrest record

By LUCY MOAGAN
Sy Patershurg limes StaH Writar

When Ronald R. Roppolo applied for a job as a Pasco
County shetifls deputy he signed affidavits saying he had
never been arrested or conviciled of a crime.

TI'he department conducted a background check and
pid for his police training st Pasco-Hernando Commu-
nity College.

Just three months before applying for the job, Ruppolo
appenred in a Pasco County courtroom and pleaded guilty
to n misdemennor charge. Five years earlier, he had
plended guilty to another one.

‘I'he two convictions might not make him ineligible to
e n law enforcement officer, but not telling the truth
abaut them on his applications could result in the with-
drawnl of his certification by Florida’s Police Standards
and ‘Uraining Commission.

Since juining the Pasco force, Roppolo has been the
subject of several internal investigations. One report de-
tailed his assucistion with a convicted felon who has since
been indicted on a racketeering charge with reputed
Mafia chieftain Santo Trafficante.

RECORDS ON file in the Pasco County Court-
house detail both of Roppolos convictions. In 1975,
Roppulo was arrested by the Pasco County Sheriff's De-
partment sfter he feiled to appear in court to answer a
peity thelt charge. |

When he did appear, on Oct. 8, 1975, Roppolo pleaded
guilty and was seatenced by County Judge Dan C. Ras-
mussen to pay a fine of $173 or spend 10 days in jail.

On Jan. 16, 1980 Roppolo was back in front of Ras-
mussen on a charge of failing to register as a person en-
gaged in u building trade. He again pleaded guilty and was
assessed $25 in fines and court costs. Rasmussen found
him guilty in both cases.

On April 18, 1980, Roppulo filled out an application for
the Pasco County Sheriff's Department. He answered no
when asked whether he had ever been convicted of a
crime.

A COMPUTERIZED records check and fin-
gerprints submitted to the FBI failed to turn up the two
charges.

Rappulo, who had no prior experiencein law enforce-
ment, was hired as a corrections officer on March 16, 1981.

He became a regular deputy on Aug. 30, 1982

Nams: Ronalg R. Roppolo
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™ FAIL TO REGISTER
IN BUILDING TRADE

INFORMATION FOR:

The defendant was present

waived counsel.
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for arraignment and

The defendant entered a plea of guilty to the charge. b
¥
The Court adjudicated tne defendant guilty and imposed i
a fine of $13.00 and Court Costs of §° o AN
! the

$t. Patersburg Times — JOE TONELLI

{1) When he applied for work as a Pasco County sheriff's deputy, Ronaid Roppolo swore that he
had neither been arrested nor convicted of a crime. (2} In fact, Roppolo had two previous

misdemeanor convictions, onein 1975 . . . and,

Six months later, Tarpon Springs police accused
Roppolo of helping John Cascio harass witnesses who
were supposed to testify againat Cascio in an aggravated
assault case. No formal charges were filed against Roppolo
in connection with the incident. A report to Pasco County
Sheriff John Short indicated this was because: “Taking
into consideration the type of characters who were wit-
nesses and the frequency with which they changed their
statements to investigators in Tarpon Springs Police

‘(3) onein 1980.

Dept., possibility of proving without a doubt Deputy
Roppolo’s guilt or i e would be next to impossible
without an extensive investigation.”

At the time, Cascio was on probation for resisting
arrest with violence in Pasco County and had been
charged with carrying a concealed weapon and being a
felon in possession of 8 firesrm in Pinellas County.

Please see ARREST, 6-B

By LUCY MORGAN
St Patersburg Times Statt Wrjres
T 1984 Tha St Porersburg Timen

NEW PORT RICHEY — Some Pasco County
sheriff's deputies know about law enforcement from
both sides of the badge. Before joining the force,
several had arrest records. Some had heen convicted.

And some did not tell the truth about their ctim-
inal records when they applied to work for the Pasco
County Sheriff’s Department.

For its part, the depsrtment's background checks
were often so superficial thst the {alse statements of
the would-be officers were not caught. Of those pev-
ple, some were hired even
thoughtheyhed beenarrested
and convicted of crimes within

Pasco County in the last 10 More

years. - .
A St. Petersburg Times storiesin

investigation shows that to-| the

day, among the 195 sworn of- N

ficers serving the department | SEP'1€S,

run by Pasco Sheriff John
Short:

+ At least one in every
eight officers has an arrest
record — and the ratio could
be much higher.

+ More than hall of those officers with arrest
records signed statements falsely swearing that they
had never been arrested or charged with a crime, or
they did not correctly list all their arreats.

v Atleast one in every 13 officers was convicted
of a miademeanor before joining the force.

THESE FACTS raise questions about the in-
tegrity of some of the peuple who enforce the law in
Pasco County and of the administrative ability of the
sherifl's depariment to meet its own standard, which
says that deputies must keep their lives “untainted
as an example to all."”

State Attorney James T. Russell must prosecute
the cases made by Pasco deputies. When told the
results of the Times' review of Pasco Sheriff"s De-
partment personnel, Russell said:

1 don’t think that's right. I think the sheriff’s
office owes a duty to the county to be certain that the
people who are the protectors of our society are
qualified to do so. If what you are telling me is
correct, the sheriff has an obligation to explain what
he is doing.” '

On Feb. 14 and several times since, the Times
asked Sheriff Short for an interview so that he could
answer questions about his department and tell his
side of the story.

Short refused. He asked a reporter to “put her
questions in writing. I will respond in writing to the
questions I wish to answer.” The Times submitted
29 detailed questions to Short Wednesday morning.
He refused to answer any of them. Because he has
forbidden his employees to talk with the press, the
Times asked for interviews with those té be men-
tioned in the stories printed today. A spokesman for
Short said hone of the people wanted to talk.

pages
6-B,7-B.

‘Good moral character’
Before hiring anyone to be a law enforcement of-
ficer, the state demands that a police or sheriff's de-
partment certify that the applicant has been subject

3\

Please see DEPUTIES, 8-B
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o o E T to a “thorough

background investigation" and is wgatisfied” that the per-
son is of “goud moral character.”

The Pasco County Sheriff’s Department made just such
a certification when it hired:

v A former Monroe County deputy to work in the de-
partment's canine unit in 1982. The man had been charged
with stealing the police dug he intended to use in Pasco

Sounty. The charges against him were dropped the day he
started work after he agreed 10 pay for the dog. He ia no
* onger a Pasco deputy. )

v An auxiliary deputy who had been charged with
armed robbery in neighboring Hilisborough County. The
charges against him were dropped after he testified against
u codefendant who received 1 45-year prison term. The
deputy, who is still on the fotce, did not tell the truth ahout
his prior arrest record in a sworn affidavit filed with
Florida’s Police Standards and Training Commission.

An arrest or a conviction on most misdemeanor charges
does nut automatically exclude an applicant from con-
siderstion. But the state wants to know about it. tA felony
conviction is grounds fof exelusion, as is conviction on a
misdemeanor involving “moial turpitude.” Details of the
state's requirements are in a story on Page 6-B).

The Times' review found no Pasco sheri{f's personnel
with felony convictions.

IN ADDITION to their police records, applicants
. are asked about such things as whether they have ever been
fired from a job or have a history of drug or alcuhol abuse.

Applicants must swear ‘their angwers are true.

But law enforcement agencies aren't supposed to take
their word for it.

Everything from the applicants’ age and physical con-
dition to their fingerprints and police records are to be
checked. Written explanations are required when, for in-
stance, an applicant acknowledges having been arrested ot
fired from a job. The state suggests that agencies look at all
available records, interview neighbors and associntes and
take "such other means necessary and proper to complete
its investigation.”

Then, somebody from the agency must certify that this
was done.

Background checks .

The Times has found, however, that on numerous
wccasions, the background checks conducted by the Pasco
County Sheriff’s Department met peither the letter nor the
spirit of the state requirements.

Some applicants were apparently subject to no back-
ground checks whatsoever.

One of those apparently was John T. Mourman, the
millionaire pirt-time deputy who has helped Short profit
from a series of real estate transactions.

Short signed a statement advising the state that he had
conducted a background investigation and could vouch for
Moormag’s good ‘moral character. But personnel files in
Short's office include no background report.

The Times talked with Sheriff Gerry Coleman of Pi-
nelias County, where Moorman was registered asan auxil-
iary deputy from Sept. 14, 1976 to June 16, 1977.

Coleman said Moorman was forced to resign after he
abused his authority as a reserve deputy during a con-
frontation with Moorman's gitlfriend and another man.

In 1980, Ronald Roppolo signed affidavits gwearing that
hhe had never been arrested or convicted of a crime. He was
hired. The department’s background check did not turn up
two misdemeanor convictions in Pasco County, one of them
jusé three months earlier. (See graphic, 1-B. Detnils,
1-B.)

IN 1982, Rick Parrillo swore on his application that
he had never been arrested. His initiol state certification
was rejected when an arrest record was discovered. Parrillo
then said that since the charges against him were later dis-
Ei;sed, he thought he had not been arrested. (Details,

-B.)

(On the other hand, some applicants gave such detailed
responses that they listed minor traffic violations and
parking tickets under a portion of the forn asking tor nlist
of criminal arrests.)

While Sheriff Short is not talking, spokesmen for other
departments say they take the background checks yery se-
rivusly — especially when it comas to an applicant’s arrest
reeord.

:A r-m-w; n;‘:- - JIM G
Pasco County Sheritf John Short appears 2t a
news conference shortly after an earlier story
about his department was published in the

Times.

Donahue was indicted on racketeering charges last year
with alleged Mafia leader Santo Trafficante and others.
Donahue was found dead, with a gunshot wound in his
head, last April.

IT WAS THE Donshue case that led the Times tore-
view the records of hundreds of men and women who carry
guns and badges in Pasco County.

A Times reporter reviewed the records of more than
500 current and former deputies, corrections ufficers and
auxiliary deputies hired by the Pasco County Sheriff’s De-
partment since John Short became sheriff in 1977. Those
records are on file at the State Criminal Justice Standards
and Training Commissiun in Tallahassee. The Times also
obtnined from the sheriff's department the personnel files
of about 200 employees.

The Times examined the employees’ statements
about their arrest records and compared them with public
records in a number of Florida counties. While the Times'
review was far more Yimited than a thorough background
investigation, it does show that: .

v At least 40 of the sworn personnel hired hy Short had
arrest records for misdemeanors and felonies et the time
they were hired. The charges ranged from gambling and
petty larceny to armed robbery, Twelve applicants, eight of
them still on the force, had been arrested by the Pasco
County Sheriff's Department, and a number of others had

arrest records in neighboring counties. Six of the 40 officers
with arrest records left the department while the Times
was examining their background.

+ Nineteen of the 40 did not tell the truth about their
arrest records on sworn applications on file in the depart-
ment, or on affidavits filed with the state, or both.

v Twenty of the 40 were convicted or pleaded guilty to
the charge for which they were arrested. The disposition of
the charges against four others could not be determined.

There are about 195 sworn officers in the 360-person
Pasco County Sheriff’s Department. Of those 195 officers,
the Times' investigation shows that on the force today
are: at least 26 with previous arrest records; at least 14 who
swore falsely on their applications that they had never been
arrested vr charged witha crime, or they failed to list all
their arrests; at least 15 with previous misdemeanor con-
victions. (The actual figures could be much higher. The
Times checked the arrests records of only about half the
sworn personnel, and the check included records available
in only a few Florida counties.)

The Times' review found that some of the references
questioned during background investigations done hy the
sheriff's department were the fathers, brothers of oth.er
relatives of the applicants. The department sometimes 1g-
nored a state requirement to check with all other law
enforcement agencies that employed the officer.

~ IN ONE INSTANCE, Roger Michels, the admin-
istrator who conducted many of the recent background in-
veatigations, was listed as a reference by an applicant. Mi-
chels listed himself ona document spelling out the rgsulls
of the applicant’s reference check. In effect, he interviewed
himself. On the same document were the names of two of
Michels’ close friends. Based on those references and oth-
ers, he hired the son of & third friend.

‘The problems at the Pasco County Sheriff's Depart-
ment are not limited to personnel.

Sheriff Short has placed much of the real authority
within the department in the hands of his former secretary,
Donna Lewis, and Michels, a longtime friend and campaign
waorker.

When Short took office in 1977 he hired two respected
police administrators, Maj. Gil Thivener, director of
operations and Maj. Lee Henley, director of sdministrative
services. Both men are still there, but often take a back seat
when it comes to decision-making.

Mrs. Lewis, director of administration, and Michels,
deputy director of administration, have no uther law
enforcement background or training. Short's increasing
reliance on them has irritated some employees.

Short keeps a tight rein on the department nnd_hns
threatened employees with polygraph tests and dismissal
if they talk to outsiders, especiaily reporters.

Short's control of the department is bolstered by the
fact that Flotidn law allows sheriffs to hire and fire their
deputies at will.

Sheriff's deputies are exempt from the Policeman’s Bill
of Rights, a state law that gives municipal officers certain
basic rights when they are confronted with adverse per-
sonnel decisions or dismisssl.



