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rise from the fall. The stories of officers who are shot on the job are nothing short of amazing and 
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The state of our union
South Florida PBA members: As I write this, we continue to face the silent 

killer, a sector of the public and the media perpetuating an anti-police rhetoric 
and the threat of defunding and other extreme police reform. Yet the state of our 
union has never been stronger. 

I think we are more than ready for the transition to the new presidential ad-
ministration. It’s going to be a wait and see. But there have been, at least, some 
allegations that they want to make police reform changes. We must stay in front 
of it so we can guide the ship through these uncertain waters.

We are in a good position to do so. We have a good relationship with Senator 
Marco Rubio. And our local Congress that we just elected all ran on a platform 
of making sure that public safety is at the forefront and that no cuts to public 

safety should happen.
Everybody seems to be on the same page. We came out of really an incredible last year when 

there was just so much anti-police rhetoric and talk of defunding. And right now we’re seeing 
that, more than ever, you need to have an increase of public safety.

You’re seeing the violence throughout Miami-Dade County. You’re seeing shootings at an 
all-time high. It’s a mess. And if somebody doesn’t open their eyes and realize that if you keep 
handcuffing law enforcement, the bad guys are going to win. And that’s what you’re seeing 
throughout our county.  By September of last year, we hit a record high in shootings and the 
year wasn’t even over with.

But I just sat through a Zoom conference with 23 local pastors, predominantly from the 
African American community, representatives from the state’s attorney’s office and the mayor. 
And one of the talking points was police reform.

One of the things that I brought to their attention was the need to put at least the same 
amount of effort into engaging the community. And I emphasized that we’re going to need the 
help from the pastors, community leaders the state attorney’s office. We must identify where 
this problem is coming from and how we fix it. And we must fix it as a group.

We received a positive response. All the pastors said they support the police. I believe we 
had 28 speakers on the call, and of the 28, nobody identified any issues here in Miami-Dade 
County as a problem. Five of them mentioned the George Floyd incident. 

Here in Miami it seems they’re trying to readdress what’s happening across the country. I 
said maybe it’s time that we take what we’re doing here in this county on the road. And show 
others how part of our training in the academy is about handling critical incidents, how we 
deal with the situation by trying to de-escalate. 

It’s working here. The number of police-involved shootings have dropped dramatically 
since that training has taken place. 

We have also made use of the tools to de-escalate. When you take tools out of the toolbox, 
you leave an officer one option. It’s just a gun. It’s to shoot. That’s why we’ve been issued ba-
tons. We have tasers.  We’re trying to use other tools to de-escalate so we don’t have to go to 
deadly force.

You hear talk about how certifying officers will lead to more de-escalation. And decertifica-
tion will prevent use of deadly force. But police departments in Florida are certified through 
the state of Florida and many additionally through the Commission on Accreditation for 
Law Enforcement Agencies (CALEA), which was created in 1979 as a credentialing authority 
through the joint efforts of law enforcement’s major executive associations.

One of the big things CALEA focuses in on is training. Every one of those pastors agreed that 
training must be at the forefront. 

I go back to Minnesota, where you had the Floyd incident take place. They have more than 
600 police departments. Not one of their departments are certified. That’s alarming. So to 
say what’s going on in Minnesota is happening here in Miami is just not true. What you saw 
around the country, the total civil unrest in New York, Chicago, Portland, Seattle – you didn’t 
see it here. 

Not that they didn’t try to start it here. We stopped it. We de-escalated it. We came out with 
bikes, moved people back and got them out of those areas. And that’s why you had elected 
officials here – I want to say most who were just recently elected – all ran on a platform of sup-
porting the police and making sure that we have the equipment and tools we need. And we 
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Your 2021 challenge:  
Hold our politicians accountable

Happy New Year! I hope everyone was able to 
have an enjoyable and festive holiday celebra-
tion even though we are still under COVID-19 
watch and protocols. If you were able to go these 
past 11 months without catching the virus, then 
stay vigilant and continue doing what you did 
to protect family, friends and coworkers. In my 
opinion, this virus will be around for another 
year and will not be controlled until mid-2022, 
especially since we have so many unknowns and 
many people have expressed not being interest-
ed in receiving the vaccination.

Now that 2021 is finally here, I challenge every-
one to become more involved and knowledge-

able about everything happening within your organizations 
and the politicians who represent the areas where you live and 
work. National, state and local politics play a huge part in our 
members’ futures, benefits, salaries, insurance, retirement, 
etc. 

Many elected officials make false promises or pretend to be 

friends, and instead of taking someone else’s word for it, you 
need to take the time to do your homework and make the de-
cisions that are best for your family and livelihood. Start hold-
ing them accountable. Write your representatives and state 
and local officials; believe me, letters received, good or bad, 
are taken into consideration, especially when we do it collec-
tively and in large numbers. Therefore, many groups and or-
ganizations show up to these meetings in numbers, to either 
show support or show how many are against. Go to county and 
municipal meetings and see who truly stands with you, who 
makes decisions in the best interests of our members and the 
community, who really puts public safety first.

The fate of law enforcement and the safety of our commu-
nities rest in the hands of our politicians. Wake up! Do not let 
your voice go unheard in 2021 and future elections.  

Say deuces to 2020 and welcome to 2021, and let this month 
set the tone for how you live the rest of your year. As always, if 
you have any questions, concerns or developing issues, or just 
need to vent, please do not hesitate to contact me at 305-593-
0044 or via email at jenkins@sflpba.org.  
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FROM THE DESK OF THE EXECUTIVE VP

hope that’s going to be the standard as we go forward.
I think we can expect that with the new Miami-Dade Mayor 

Daniella Cava. I’ve met with her, and she has said she’s commit-
ted to supporting the police and to continue with the training. 
I have no reason to believe that she’s not going to keep up that 
commitment because one of the things that the last mayor did 
on his way out was not only put the same funding in the police, 
but he increased it by $5 million. And we must make sure they 
maintain that and increase it. 

I believe we have a seat at the table with the mayor, and not 
just the mayor, but with other elected officials. We’re seeing it 
from a lot of the cities that we represent. We’ve just settled two 
or three contracts with a couple of our cities that have made 
public safety a top priority. 

We must make sure that the officers’ rights and benefits are 
protected. And that’s my commitment this year. I want the PBA 
to continue to be the voice of all law enforcement and make 
sure that we have a seat at the table. And that we don’t become 
the sacrificial lambs for a society that’s obviously going through 
a change. 

I know that we have a lot of uncertainty with the COVID vac-
cine. I think right here with the Miami-Dade Police Department, 
there was a survey of more than 3,100 sworn personnel and only 
424 were willing to take it.

I hope those numbers of people willing to take it increase. I’m 
guessing in the next couple of months, as more people get it, as 
you see that there’s not the side effects, they will.

With all of the above, our commitment will be to stay in the 
game. We’re working with the National Association of Police Or-
ganizations (NAPO) to make sure on a national level our voice is 
being heard. We are working with the Florida State PBA to make 
sure it’s being heard on statewide issues.  And in Miami-Dade 

County, where we’re working with all our local officials.
You must stay in the game. You can stay on the sidelines and 

yell and bitch, or you can get off the sidelines, get on the field 
and be part of the change. The PBA is on the field and we’re go-
ing to be in the game.

When I go into departments we represent, I see we are in the 
game. We are very much engaged with the community. We have 
neighborhood resource officers who are engaging with kids. It’s 
become a little bit more difficult because of COVID, but we’ve 
refocused some of those programs to make sure people are fol-
lowing the protocols and wearing masks. 

Maybe there is a reason you’re seeing an uptick with violence 
with kids in the community is because we’ve had to leave. And 
that’s when you see groups that seem to want to attack law en-
forcement. I just don’t see them engaging the community other 
than educating an agenda that’s not necessarily what we have 
been educating.

I don’t want to become them. I don’t want to become the one 
that looks for the negative. I think there’s good in people. I think 
there’s good in situations. It’s so positive when you hear, “Thank 
you for fighting for us.” We must be positive, and we must go 
forward. 

If we let the negative rhetoric overcome us and we get no 
hope, that’s not what we’re about. We’re going to stay positive 
and stay focused and keep fighting for our members’ rights, that 
their voices be heard and the proper funding, respect and rela-
tionships with the community. 

Stay safe, my friends.

Steadman Stahl, President
steadman@sflpba.org

STAHL  CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5





Paying tribute to officers  
who gave their lives

Happy new year! 
I hope everyone had a safe, healthy and happy 

holiday season with their loved ones and friends. 
Hopefully, it was a welcome relief from the diffi-
culties of last year, when — on top of the fact that 
officers all over the U.S. were under siege, many 
times being unjustifiably demonized by anti-po-
lice politicians and media and often targeted, am-
bushed and murdered for no reason — we were 
dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic.

In this article, I would like to pay tribute to the 
304 law enforcement officers who died in the line 
of duty during 2020. Of those 304 officers, which 

was a record number, 45 were killed by guns, 47 in traffic crash-
es and 186 died of COVID-19. Four times as many officers died 
of COVID than were killed by gunfire. This should serve as a re-
minder of how serious and deadly this virus is. But things are 

changing. They know a lot more now than they did a year ago, 
and they are starting to utilize the vaccines, which were devel-
oped in record time. However, now is not the time to let down 
your guard. It is important to stay diligent. Officers should con-
tinue to take extra precautions to protect themselves, the civil-
ians they are assisting, their coworkers and their loved ones. For 
up-to-date information on COVID-19, go to www.cdc.gov.

If we had not had COVID last year, then the No. 1 killer would 
again have been car crashes. If you have attended any of the 
classes that I am honored to teach, then you know that I always 
stress that driving is one of the most dangerous things that you 
will ever do. So pay attention while you are driving, and remem-
ber, the faster you choose to go, the faster the event will happen, 
the less time you will have to react and the worse the crash will 
be. Everything works against you when you speed. 

If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate 
to contact me at 305-593-0044 or greenwell@sflpba.org.
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This elderly gentleman (fourth from left) was robbed in his driveway after 
returning home from the bank. This squad from Kendall took up a collec-
tion and gave him a generous donation to help him.

Congratulations to Sergeant Ully Rodriguez on his retirement after 
32 years.

Congratulations to Officer Yolanda Everett on 
her retirement after 33 years.

Congratulations to Officer Scotty Bry-
ant on his retirement after 39 years.

Congratulations to Corrections Sergeant Dave Austin on his retirement 
after 27 years.

MESSAGE FROM THE VICE PRESIDENT



Are you thinking about getting the COVID-19 vaccine?
In the absence of any federal or state legisla-

tion mandating that law enforcement profession-
als get vaccinated, agency/department heads in 
states with collective bargaining are required to 
satisfy several labor law requirements before im-
plementing a rule that some or all members of 
their department be vaccinated. Even where new 
legislation is enacted, states with collective bar-
gaining usually require a certain level of union 
consultation, where time allows, except in emer-
gencies. The general rule is that matters involving 
wages, hours and conditions of employment are 
mandatory subjects of bargaining. In that case, 

management must provide the PBA with notice and the re-
quirement to bargain over any proposed new rule or change in 
working conditions that involves or impacts a mandatory sub-
ject of bargaining.

Any time spent being vaccinated is presumably work hours 
and covered by the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). Should a 
law enforcement officer suffer a reaction and become too sick 
to work, this would then qualify for sick leave under workers’ 
compensation.
Skepticism outweighs confidence in the vaccine

At the Miami-Dade Police Department (MDPD), there are 

currently 3,104 sworn and 1,458 non-sworn personnel. MDPD 
is the largest local law enforcement department in the south-
eastern United States and one of the ten largest in the nation. 
Out of the 3,104 sworn, 424 said yes to taking the vaccine, which 
equates to 13.6 percent. Out of the 1,458 non-sworn, 513 said yes 
to the vaccine, which equates to 35.1 percent. Departmentwide 
for MDPD, 20.5 percent will be vaccinated for COVID-19. The 
remaining 79.5 percent said they weren’t interested or were un-
decided.     

The surveys did not give an option to elaborate on why 
MDPD personnel answered the way they did. I personally have 
spoken to many of our PBA members and heard several reasons 
from them that are in line with the segment of the public that 
remains hesitant about the vaccines. The two main concerns 
were over the potential side effects and the speed with which 
the vaccines were developed. Many elaborated that the politi-
cization of and misinformation about the virus and the vaccine 
also likely played roles in their decisions.

Whichever way you have decided, and to all the law enforce-
ment officers that will have to make this decision, take the time 
to educate yourself and make an informed decision. Wishing 
you and your loved ones peace, health, happiness and prosper-
ity in 2021. Please feel free to contact me at ish@sflpba.org or 
305-593-0044.

CAPTAIN 
NIZAM “ISH” 

ISHMAEL
TREASURER
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Unwavering dedication, both on duty and off
Here we are again at the beginning of another 

new year. As is the custom, let me offer you my 
best wishes for a safe and happy new year. Each 
year brings new beginnings and an opportunity to 
start fresh. I am certain that 2021 will bring both 
departments (Monroe County and Miami-Dade 
County) many opportunities to build upon their 
success and improve areas of need. I want to say 
a big thank you to everyone for their exception-
al hard work last year. Your professional conduct, 
day in and day out, is commendable and does not 
go unnoticed by those you serve. 

Even in challenging and sometimes divisive times, you all 
served with a steady purpose of duty that is unwavering. Each 
year has its defining moments, but fingers crossed, this year will 
not be anything like 2020. The effects of the global pandemic, 
civil unrest and reduced staffing have and will continue to put 
undue pressure and strain on the profession for the foreseeable 
future. Over the last several years, we have seen a trend of more 
officer deaths by suicide than in any other line of duty, and we 
need to collectively work to make sure this trend does not con-
tinue. 

The great majority of law enforcement officers are reliable, 
dedicated people who recognize right from wrong. They also 
recognize that their law enforcement training, experience and 
knowledge provide them with unique skills and abilities to 
function successfully in confrontations while on duty. Handling 
those confrontational incidents is part of their job, and most 
officers have been exposed to the risks and consequences of 
on-duty incidents. 

This same training, experience, knowledge and dedication 
flow into off-duty incidents. While off duty, officers may en-
counter situations that cry out for some type of law enforce-
ment response. I have a story about one of many who have gone 
above and beyond the call of duty. 

Officer Llerena has been a member of Miami-Dade Correc-
tions and Rehabilitation for 11 years, and time and time again, 
he shows how he never hesitates to help others, whether it is on 
duty or off. On a quiet Sunday evening in December of last year, 
Officer Llerena and his family were returning home after dinner 
when he witnessed a terrible car accident. According to Officer 
Llerena, he was traveling northbound on Highway FL-826 when 
he saw a speeding car collide with the barrier wall, spin out of 
control and end up on the opposite side of the highway. Accord-
ing to Officer Llerena, due to the degree of damage done to the 
vehicle, his first-responder training kicked in, and he pulled off 
to the side of the highway to make sure the occupants of the 
vehicle were safe. Upon exiting his vehicle, he saw Trooper Ber-
nabe exiting his car, and he walked over, identified himself as a 
law enforcement officer and offered to assist. 

After carefully approaching the vehicle, the officers noticed 
that only one person was inside the vehicle and he was in bad 
shape. He had suffered lacerations to his facial area, was bleed-
ing severely and appeared to be unresponsive. That caused 
them to jump into action, and Trooper Bernabe ran back to 
his car to retrieve his first-aid kit. Once the first-aid kit was in 
place, both officers entered the car, checked for breathing, then 
turned their attention to stopping the bleeding. Once the bleed-

ing stopped, they applied a dressing and bandaged the wound, 
stabilized the occupant, then waited for EMS to arrive. The oc-
cupant was transported to the nearest hospital for further med-
ical evaluation.

I had the opportunity to speak with Trooper Bernabe. He had 
nothing but good things to say about Officer Llerena’s coura-
geous and unselfish gestures to assist him at the scene of the 
accident. 

“People don’t realize when you approach a car, even a disabled 
vehicle or a car on a traffic stop, you are not only worried about 
what’s inside that car and what danger is affecting you,” he said. 
“You are also concerned about the heavy-duty tractor-trailers 
that are barreling down the highway behind you. Your attention 
is divided. You have to be very, very cautious, very careful, and 
it is a dangerous job.” 

Officer Llerena’s actions actions seemed to go above and be-
yond his call of duty, but he said it was just the right thing to do. 
His actions are just one example of our officers’ can-do mentali-
ty. Officer Llerena must be applauded for his valiant and unself-
ish efforts to assist Trooper Bernabe. Your actions reflect posi-
tively on our department, so I just want to take this opportunity 
to personally say thank you for that. Keep up the good work.

Please feel free to contact me at lawson@sflpba.org or 305-
593-0044.

CORRECTIONS CORNER
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Corrections Officer R. Llerena (center) with South Florida PBA President 
Steadman Stahl (left) and Vice President David Greenwell.

Correctional Employee of the Month for November Josette Constant (cen-
ter) with Lieutenant W. Smith (left) and Captain A. Yeber.



NEW LOCATIONS COMING SOON TO:  
Miami-Dade County

Broward County
Palm Beach County

Martin County



Free(dumb) of speech
The past decade gave us the death of Osama 

Bin Laden, the election of a billionaire reality-TV 
star to the presidency, two-day shipping on ba-
sically everything imaginable and one playoff 
appearance by the Miami Dolphins, the greatest 
football team. But arguably the biggest changes to 
daily life within the last decade have been those 
in social media.  

An individual’s thoughts have never been able 
to be broadcast to more people in less time than 
right now. As Peter Parker’s Uncle Ben states in 
“Spider-Man,” “With great power comes great re-
sponsibility.” With one swipe of a finger, with one 
click of a button, your pictures and captions and 

thoughts can be viewed throughout the world instantly. In 2021, 
your thoughts on Facebook are not limited to your friends, your 
tweets are one retweet away from being the lead story on every 
24-hour news network and your pictures on Snapchat and Ins-
tagram are one screenshot away from going viral.  

In 1892, future Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 
wrote, regarding a police officer’s First Amendment rights, that 
he “may have a constitutional right to talk politics, but he has no 
constitutional right to be a policeman.” Fast forward 129 years, 
and the same continues to be true. How can this statement be 
correct in a country that was founded on (among other things) 
an individual’s right to free speech?  

Most Americans wrongly believe that the First Amendment 
applies to all speech. The First Amendment’s protection is lim-
ited by 1) requiring government action and 2) decades of court 
cases. The U.S. Supreme Court has developed a test that is used 
in any case involving the free-speech rights of government em-
ployees.

The “Pickering Connick test” is named for two decisions from 
the U.S. Supreme Court: Pickering v. Board of Education (1968) 
and Connick v. Myers (1983). These cases combined to create 
a four-part analysis in determining whether an employee’s 
speech is protected and whether disciplinary action taken by 
the employer was proper.  

1. Is the speech in question furthering the speaker’s job du-
ties?

2. Is the speech in question regarding a matter of public con-
cern?

3. Does the employee’s First Amendment speech right out-
weigh the public employer’s interest in promoting the effi-
ciency of the service it performs?

4. Can the employee prove that the speech is the reason they 
are being disciplined?

Utilizing the Pickering Connick test, courts have consistently 
ruled in favor of law enforcement agencies in cases involving 
officers. Courts have reasoned that if the speech of the officer 
gives rise to concern that the officer cannot impartially uphold 
the laws of the land, then there is no confidence in the officer to 
protect and serve. Further, courts have ruled that some speech 
is unprotected simply because it reflects poorly upon the agen-
cy. In today’s climate, it is easy to imagine a court deferring to 
law enforcement agencies in these cases because almost any-
thing can be viewed as reflecting poorly on the employer. There 
have been other cases in different jurisdictions where courts 
have ruled that posts on somewhat private blogs or message 
boards are not protected by the First Amendment. Let this be a 

word of warning for all the “anonymous” posters out there. 
As social media use by law enforcement officers has become 

more prevalent, courts have found that statements made in the 
public forum of the internet are not as protected as private con-
versations, regardless of whether the posts were public or pri-
vate. Once it is on the internet, it is there forever and there for 
everyone to see. The public holds law enforcement officers to a 
higher standard than members of other professions.  

As a law enforcement officer, it is imperative to be mindful 
of your surroundings; this is true at work and regarding social 
media. Posts (or shares) on social media that are unprofession-
al, disrespectful or vulgar are likely to be deemed unprotected 
speech and can carry negative employment consequences. It is 
important to note that many things that would not be found to 
be remotely offensive 10 years ago would now cause a crowd to 
demand your head on a stick. 

Feel free to share pictures of your family and your pets, your 
vacation photos, the accomplishments of your favorite sports 
teams or funny animal videos. But if you are making comments 
about the government, your department or the general status 
of the country, be careful, because your words may jeopardize 
your employment. When it comes to utilizing social media as a 
law enforcement officer, it is wise to follow the advice that if you 
can’t say something nice, it is best to say nothing at all.

I hope you have a healthy and happy 2021.
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SOUTH FLORIDA PBA LEGAL CORNER

2020 PENDING GRIEVANCES
This list represents the pending grievances filed at the various 
departments represented by the South Florida Police Benevolent 
Association as of Dec. 23, 2020. The South Florida PBA legal staff 
receives numerous other complaints that are resolved by other 
means. 
DEPARTMENT/DISTRICT
ANIMAL SERVICES 1
CORRECTIONS
 Association 1
 TGK 1
 MWDC 1
 PTDC 1
  Total  4     
HOMESTEAD  2
MDPD
 Association 1
 Total  1
MIAMI GARDENS  4
MONROE COUNTY DETENTION  1
NORTH BAY VILLAGE  1
NORTH MIAMI  1
OPA LOCKA  3
SWEETWATER  1

TOTAL GRIEVANCES  19





Save the date for this year’s reunion 
 Whew! I think we can all take a collective breath 

and say that seeing the last of 2020 is most wel-
come. Your board of directors hopes that you all 
had a good holiday and wishes all the RPOC family 
a new year of good health and much happiness. It 
has been an exceedingly difficult year, with many 
of us unable to be with family and friends, but 
there is finally light at the end of the tunnel. Hope-
fully, we will all be able to get vaccinated quickly 
and put COVID-19 behind us. The past year was 
trying in many ways, but important lessons have 
come out of it, so hopefully, it will make us stron-
ger in all aspects of our lives.

Once again, I would like to thank the mem-
bers of the board and their spouses for all the hard work they 
put in during the past year. This organization runs successfully 
only with the cooperation and teamwork provided by our great 
board.

Please be sure to mark your calendars for our 31st annual re-
union, which returns to the Lake Mary Marriott Thursday, April 
22 through Sunday, April 25. As this is an unusual year and we 
would like to give the hotel approximate numbers as quickly 
as possible, I would request that you RSVP to the RPOC email, 
rpocpba@bellsouth.net, or call 305-594-2848 (in Miami) or 866-
594-2848 (toll-free). This is not in lieu of the registration form in 
the mail-out. 

We will be sending out our annual mail-out this month. This 
will include renewal forms and information on the 2021 re-
union. Please make sure to update any contact information on 

your renewal forms, as this is the only way we can send you in-
formation or get in touch if necessary. We are mailing out no-
tices but want to remind everyone that all the information that 
you receive in the mail-out is on our website, www.rocpba.org. 
You can pay your dues and register for the reunion in this easy 
manner.

Reminder: We are currently accepting applications for the 
Otis Chambers RPOC Scholarships. Applications will be accept-
ed through April 30. We encourage members’ children or grand-
children who are college-bound or looking to further their edu-
cation to apply. These scholarships are available for applicants 
going to college or vocational schools.

Retiree shoot dates for 2021 have not been set by the training 
bureau. Hopefully, I will have them before the next newsletter 
comes out. As soon as I get them, I will have them posted on 
www.rocpba.org. Please go to the website for that information 
and for all other important dates. We have also posted reunion 
pictures, luncheon pictures, etc. Our website also has the ap-
plication for joining the RPOC if you know of someone who is 
interested.

We would like to welcome the following new members: Je-
sus Bencomo – MDPD; John Dominick – MDPD; Dennis Evans 
– MDPD; Freddie Maas – MDPD, Sunny Isles; James Watts – 
MDPD; Carlos Gonzalez – MDPD; Gary Davis – MDPD; Kenneth 
Antos – Lake County Sheriff’s Office; Patrick Traylor – MDPD.

We would like to offer our condolences to member Suzy Shel-
ton, who lost her husband, Rick, in December. Rick Shelton re-
tired from MDPD.

May you all have a healthy, safe and prosperous 2021!                                                              
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BAMBACH

RPOC  
PRESIDENT

RETIRED POLICE OFFICERS COUNCIL NEWS

How you can support the Police Officers Assistance Trust
The staff and board of directors of POAT would like to  

wish everyone a happy and healthy new year!

The Home Runs for  
Heroes Sixth Annual  
Kickball Tournament  

will be cancelled this year due to 
COVID-10. Save the date for next year: 

Jan. 14–15, 2022. 

SAVE THE DATE
As of now, the annual  

POAT Golf Outing is scheduled for  
May 1 at Indian Creek Country Club.

POAT NEWS AND EVENTS

THANKS FOR YOUR SUPPORT, AND STAY SAFE.

Due to the cancellation of the 2020 Cops Ride 
for Kids Motorcycle Ride to benefit POAT’s  

Holiday Gifts for Surviving Children  
because of COVID-19, we are looking to  
reschedule the ride during spring 2021.



Take it to the House…and the Senate
Florida PBA plans aggressive approach for a ‘unique’ session

n BY MITCHELL KRUGEL

Grammarians, linguistics experts and aficionados of English 
language usage would cringe when hearing the phrase “most 
unique.” Unique, after all, is by definition an extreme condition.

Yet, a pregame analysis seems to conclude that the 2021 Flor-
ida legislative session will be one of the “most unique” ever ex-
perienced. No other words can aptly describe what is about to 
take place. With the challenges and changes looming, no words 
might fully capture what the state legislature is about to experi-
ence.

“This year we will be dealing with what economic forecast-
ers call the ‘black swan,’” Florida PBA Executive Director Matt 
Puckett professed, using the term economists adopted after the 
severe recession of 2008 to refer to events that are rare, unpre-
dictable and have wide impact. With employment issues to set-
tle that have wide-ranging impact and bailouts to consider for 
small and large business, it’s going to be a budget-centric 2021 
session.

“This is the session when we all become economic nerds,” 
Puckett continued. “With the way the last session ended abrupt-
ly and the pandemic, 2020 was such a weird year. How do you 
recover from that?” 

Clearly, it will be a long recovery road to hoe. A bevy of fresh-
men legislators, especially in the House of Representatives, will 
have a unique impact on the 2021 agenda, including who winds 
up sitting on which committees. The legislature had not even set 
that as of just before Christmas, but interim committee meet-
ings are scheduled beginning Jan. 11 through mid-February in 
preparation for the 60-day legislative session that kicks off on 
March 2 and continues to April 30.  

So there is some work – and guesswork – to be done regard-
ing how to make a presumed $92 billion budget meet all the 
mid-pandemic and, hopefully, recovery needs. And that might 
not even be navigable until the country sees how successful the 
COVID vaccine will be. 

Puckett anticipates some slicing and dicing will be needed to 
respond to pandemic challenges and what could be a growing 
gap in the budget.

“It’s intense guess work about where do they cut and do they 
cut deep into our state agencies,” Puckett explained. “Is it high-
er education? Is it healthcare? What do you see, if anything, in 
terms of police reform?”

Some of those state agencies could very well be law enforce-
ment, such as state police or state corrections, which always deal 
with an annual battle to increase or even maintain compensa-
tion levels. As for the noise related to police reform, well, making 
policy changes to do that becomes more difficult when there is 
so much attention devoted to plugging budget holes.

But the sky is not falling. Legislators are not planning to come 
to Tallahassee wearing dark hooded cloaks and wielding scythes.

“I’m not lying awake at night worried about it,” Puckett con-
firmed. “We had a very good economy before the shutdown. We 
have a lot of people eager to work. And from a tax standpoint, 
there are a lot of people who want to come to Florida and spend 
their money. It could a be a V-shaped recovery, but we’re going 
to get through, this making sure that our interests are protected 

and seeing what gains we can make.”
The initial gain the Florida PBA is seeking will be pushing from 

additional worker’s comp support related to COVID. There has 
already been some response from local legislators about the 
need to protect first responders who have had to risk repeated 
exposure to the coronavirus, so there is hope that will fuel the 
state to find room in the budget to do likewise.

It is important to note that even in this climate, the state PBA 
doesn’t see the 2021 legislative session as uniquely defensive. 
There will be some defending of the Police Officers’ Bill of Rights, 
especially for those taking the extreme approach to police re-
form that advocates for being able to go after law enforcement 
officers with civil suits. 

The PBA will take an offensive posture, however, to push for 
changes to fix problems with the pension system. Puckett doesn’t 
anticipate the Senate advocating more cuts to the pension and 
would be interested in restructuring, which the PBA has been 
teeing up for several years now.

That would include a system that still provides defined ben-
efits, doesn’t require officers to work into their 60s and has a 
COLA down the line. 

“Something that makes the money you earn in your 30s and 
40s hold up later in life. That’s the basis,” Puckett suggested. 
“How it looks, we can’t tie ourselves down to anything just yet. 
We need to make it where it is still an attractive benefit.”

Certainly, the pension system will not go back to the prosper-
ous level of pre-2010. Since it was reduced about 10 years ago, 
a group of members have come into the system who may not 
wind up with the retirement security that will continue to attract 
recruits to become law enforcement officers in Florida. 

“We can be open-minded and innovative and still have a bet-
ter benefit,” Puckett added. “If the Senate president wants to 
deal with pensions, we’re ready to deal with the pension. We’re 
not going to bury our head in the sands and say, ‘Don’t touch 
us.’”

Puckett and State PBA President John Kazanjian have been 
participating in ongoing discussions with Senate President 
Wilton Simpson and Speaker of the House Chris Sprowls. They 
have begun conversations with the subcommittee chairs as well 
to the point where, “I can’t imagine an elected official in upper 
leadership who has no idea what the PBA is concerned about,” 
Puckett asserted. 

South Florida PBA President Steadman Stahl and State PBA 
board members will continue to venture to Tallahassee to have 
more conversations. But access to lobby for the PBA agenda will 
likely be unique because of pandemic limitations. More meet-
ings will be taking place by Zoom or conference calls, which will 
put a bit of damper on special interest lobbying.

That makes the local meetings with legislators – that South 
Florida PBA members have become especially adept at – even 
more important this year. These are the relationships that will 
make the pension improvements, worker’s comp additions and 
other legislative efforts more attainable. 

“It’s going to take some get-to-know-you time, but it’s not in-
surmountable,” Puckett acknowledged. “Part of what we have to 
do is to make sure they understand what the police is all about.”
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n BY MITCHELL KRUGEL 

Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. The four bullets hit 
Miami-Dade Sergeant John Saavedra like 
punches to the gut. A piercing darting, 
a burning sensation. Hot. Really hot. 
That’s the blood starting to spread.

Through the tinted BMW window, 
he had seen the silhouette of the man 
and the silhouette of the gun in his 
hand. After taking the shots that tore 
through his bladder and intestines and 
left a bullet lodged in his hip to this day, 
the shooter kicks him, punches him and 
knocks Saavedra’s service weapon out of 
his hands.

“Stay between my gun and whoever’s at-
tacking me, or they are going to kill me with 
my own gun,” he thinks. He had been in a shoot-

ing four years before this July 2012 incident, and 
perhaps that is where he finds the strength to 

get up after being shot and fight this guy.
No way were his dreams of becoming a 

cop going to end in the hands of someone 
else. There is no time to think of any-
thing other than to keep moving and 
not give up.

Saavedra finds his gun. He shoots 
the guy. But now he is bleeding out 
through his stomach. He grabs his 
phone and, not knowing if this was go-
ing to be it, he sends a text to his wife. 

“I’m shot. But I’m OK.”

* * *
Even 30 surgeries cannot alleviate the 

pain Miami-Dade Sergeant Jody Wright feels. 
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A story of police officers taking a bullet  A story of police officers taking a bullet  
and their resolve to overcome and carry onand their resolve to overcome and carry on

“They say that when you 
think that your life is going to 

come to an end you hear complete 
silence. I heard silence.”

Miami-Dade Sergeant  
Jody Wright
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It’s never going away. Her toes don’t move, so one of the sur-
geries inserted screws so they stay in place. There is permanent 
nerve and tendon damage in her right leg. 

On Sept. 13, 2007, she pulls up to the scene and sees Jose 
Somohano, her FTO, dead on the ground in the doorway of a 
residence. The shooter turns his AK-47 toward Wright. She falls 
behind an air conditioning unit. She can hear him walking to-
ward her.

“I have already come to terms with what was going to hap-
pen,” Wright recalls. 

She sees the blood in her leg and only then realizes she has 
been hit. An AK-47 round takes out so much of the leg that she 
can’t even feel the pain. When rescue finally gets Wright to the 
stretcher, she sees the bone sticking out. “Ooh, this is really 
bad,” she thinks. 

Four-and-and-half inches of the bone in her lower leg have 
been shot away. Her leg is basically hanging on by the skin. 

“A lot of people thought I wasn’t going to come back,” Wright 
shares at the end of the day when the pain is so bad that her leg 
is on fire. “That was never a thought.”

* * *
Harlan Coben, John Grisham or Tom Clancy could not write 

these stories. Hollywood could never duly script what Saavedra 
and Wright have endured being shot on the job. When it's shots 
fired and those shots hit a cop, the story of what happens con-
firm that truth is more powerful than fiction. 

So here we will offer a little chapter and verse about what 
it’s like to be shot as seen through the eyes of two of the South 
Florida PBA’s bravest and devoted members. It’s certainly a mi-
crocosm of what happens when an officer is shot, how the lin-
gering effects plague you for the rest of your career, how you 
recover and come back. This is a story not just about being shot 
but about how law enforcement officers always rise above that, 
and perhaps a tale that provides a little insight to help every law 
enforcement officer. 

“This is something I want to share with other officers so they 
can come out successful if they are confronted with a situation 
like this,” Saavedra articulates.

Or, in Wright’s words: “The greater good for me is two things. 
By the grace of God, I still have my leg. And I’m still alive.”

I
The Setup

 When a bullet is lodged in a hip or takes complete feel-
ing from a leg, the calling to serve does not simply disappear. 
Oftentimes, the shot cop comes back with renewed resolve. And 
inherent to the calling is the feeling that when one of you takes a 
bullet, all of you feel pain – the proverbial understanding of the 
profession that this could happen to you.

A conflicting conclusion overcomes South Florida PBA Gen-
eral Counsel Andrew Axelrad when he responds to one of these 
shootings. He has seen so many. He has been on the scene min-
utes after and at the hospital while members battle through 
surgery. The emotion dominating the occurrence says so much 
about a shooting.

As he sees the scenes flash through his mind, Axelrad relates, 
trying to find the right words, “I don’t think the word heart-
warming...I don’t mean to say it inappropriately in such a tragic 
situation as an officer being shot, but the best comes out.”

Obviously, a law enforcement officer never dodges a bullet. 
Following the path that Wright took, it’s reasonable to consid-
er that these are stories of cops who will not be deterred from 
destiny. She was born and raised in Jamaica and came to Mi-
ami-Dade for college and the luxuries that she could not find 

at home. She never had any aspirations of becoming a police 
officer. But she fell in love with it. She knows the path she’s on is 
the one she was supposed to be on.

So the days that might bring a new health issue prompted by 
the tendon and nerve damage she will live with for the rest of 
her life, the no feeling from her knee down on the right side of 
her leg and the vigilance of avoiding any cuts to that leg because 
“I could bleed and not ever realize it,” can be easily reconciled 
as part of the path. That’s the strength officers have to endure a 
shooting.

“There’s days that I work long hours and I get home and I’m 
like, ‘Wow, it’s been a long day.’ And again, I guess maybe being 
busy all day, I really don’t realize how much pain I’m in until I 
actually get home and I take off the uniform.”

Wright talks about the incident freely, regularly, noting how 
finally learning that the person who shot her was taken out 
brought her solace. But no officer wants being shot to be their 
legacy.

“You were saying that my story is inspirational,” she submits 
in the midst of this, her umpteenth conversation about the in-
cident. “But I really don’t look at it that way. Maybe it’s more ed-
ucational.”

* * *
One, two, three, six surgeries. Saavedra counts these as the re-

Miami-Dade Sergeant Jody 
Wright shakes hands with Flor-
ida Marlins' Gaby Sanchez after 
throwing out the first pitch be-
fore the game against the Phil-
adelphia Phillies on Sept. 13. 
Joining Wright is Elizabeth So-
mohano, the wife of Officer Jose 
Somohano, who was killed in 
an incident in which Wright was 
shot, and Somohano’s 11-year-
old daughter Alyssa. 

CONTINUED ON 18
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sidual from that July 2012 day. One bullet went in the lower ab-
domen and came out. That’s probably the one that pierced his 
bladder and intestines and leaves him with permanent gastritis. 

The one lodged in his hip can’t be removed because it’s too 
close to an artery. That one causes serious pain when he exer-
cises or sits too long. Probably from the extensive nerve damage 
that can never be cured. 

You learn to live with it because that’s part of life after being 
shot. But as officers know, that unless you have actually taken a 
bullet, unless you have actually taken someone’s life, unless you 
have actually been involved in a crash where you almost died 
or any of those tragic, traumatic events, you call yourself lucky.  

Any officer who has will echo Saavedra, saying “Unless 
you have yourself been through it, you really cannot 
relate. And it’s no fault to you.”

Saavedra was involved in another shoot-
ing a few years earlier. He didn’t get hit, 
but he credits that one with saving his 
life on that July 2012 day. He offers his 
acute perspective of being in a shoot-
ing. 

“It’s crazy how your body and your 
mind work and your brain operates. 
When I got into that first shooting, 
I got complete tunnel vision until I 
discharged my firearm.”

Fast forward to the second shoot-
ing.

“Once the threat was down, and I 
neutralized that threat, all my senses and 
everything came back. I never lost track of 
my peripheral. I could tell you where every 
single person was, what every person was doing.”

II 
The Incident  

An informant led Miami-Dade narcotics officers to a mari-
juana grow house, and Saavedra was there to do some recon as 
part of a joint task force with the FBI. Turns out, the residents of 
the house had counter surveillance and knew who they were. 
Pictures of the team members and their cars were plastered on 
the front door. 

The shooter who eventually hit Saavedra pretended to water 
plants and further check out the cops who had come to maybe 
do a knock and talk and see if they could get consent to search 
the house. He was the one who screamed, “police, police” that 
shocked the guy in the BMW to start shooting. 

BMW man opened up on an FBI agent. Plants man aimed at 
Saavedra. He had drawn his gun and began firing at plants man. 
Saavedra hit him twice and he began falling. But he managed to 
grab a tree and return fire on Saavedra. 

He felt shots in his leg and his stomach. As he fell to the 
ground, he lost his gun. When he reached for it again, plants 
man kicked and punched him. They brawled. Plants man pulled 
the rosary necklace off Saavedra’s neck. But he was able to spin 
plants man around, punch him in the head and hit him hard 
enough to knock him down. That’s where the battle ended. 

Only when the fight ends, only when the threat is neutralized 
can an officer who was shot begin to assess the damage. The 
next move is to call out over the radio.

“Shots fired, officer down,” Saavedra remembered saying. 
“I’m shot two or three times. Please help me. I’m bleeding out.”

* * *
Wright had been patrolling in the South District on Sept. 13, 

2007, with a detail for high visibility, driving around the bad 
neighborhoods. Somohano and his partner were trying to pull 
over a car, but the driver took off and pulled into a housing com-
plex.

She was a block and a half away, maybe two blocks around 
the corner. As she responded, “You can hear the echoes of the 
gunfire.” She and her partner, who was in a separate car, arrived 
at the scene and decided to split up so they wouldn’t be too big 
of a target.

The way Wright went happened to be where the shooter 
was. By the time she saw Somohano lying on the ground, AK-

47 rounds were doing their damage to Wright. And that’s 
how fast it happens. The incident lasted less than 

two minutes. 
When she was on the ground, Wright 
had no idea how bad she was injured. At 

moments like these, you can’t help but 
come to a realization.

“It’s funny. They say that when you 
think that your life is going to come 
to an end you hear complete silence. 
I heard silence.”

III 
The Aftermath  

Law enforcement officers who get 
shot are the epitome of the strength of 

the profession. When Wright arrived at 
Ryder Trauma Center, she was still con-

scious. Considering how much blood had 
been lost, here was one of many miracles this 

brave officer has perpetrated. 
The wake of the shooting never holds vivid memories. 

But there are indelible images. Wright relates that 95 percent of 
her academy class was at the hospital holding a vigil. She re-
members South Florida PBA Vice President David Greenwell re-
sponding so quickly. Greenwell has become a great friend and 
confidant since then, and he recruited Wright to join the union’s 
board of directors to have another venue to help her fellow of-
ficers. 

Many doctors and nurses at Ryder have Wright on the Christ-
mas card list. She gets the “are you back again?” treatment with 
every surgery, and there are probably more ahead. She tells 
them, “I’m not trying to break a world record here,” and she 
knows how that is a key piece to rising above the shooting.

“Honestly, I have a really good sense of humor. I try not to let 
what happened to me define who I am as an individual.”

Three years to the date of the incident, Wright returned to 
full duty on her way to assignments teaching at the academy 
and now running her own squad in the Kendall District as a 
patrol sergeant. Three years to the date, she also threw out the 
first pitch at the Marlins game against the Philadelphia Phillies. 
Alongside Jose Somohano’s wife, Elizabeth, and her 11-year-old 
daughter Alyssa.

* * *
What goes through your mind in the aftermath of taking a 

bullet and being hit badly? As Saavedra, who is the only member 
to be named South Florida PBA officer of the Year twice, went 
from an ambulance to being air-lifted out, he fought thoughts 
of “OK, I’m going to die. OK, I’m not going to die.” As a cop, you 
know you are stronger than this despite moments when you feel 

“Those who have fallen and 
are no longer here with us and 

those that continue to do the job day 
in and day out. That's what drives me 

and motivates me to push and continue 
to fight to be able to do this job.”

Miami-Dade Sergeant  
John Saavedra
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really weak. You know there are medical professionals waiting 
who can save your life. Yes, you pray and come to the realization 
that you’re going to make it. 

What is Saavedra thinking when he arrives at the hospital? 
“I was very angry. The first thing I wanted to know was if those 

guys who shot me were dead.”
From the time the bullet hits, you become very good at fight-

ing through the pain and doing what you need to get back to 
work. For Saavedra, it took 18 months and only came with the 
support of his wife and family, his coworkers and colleagues and 
another influence that makes its presence felt in the aftermath.

“Those who have fallen and are no longer here with us and 
those that continue to do the job day in and day out. That’s what 
drives me and motivates me to push and continue to fight to be 
able to do this job.”

And another factor.
“I think it was my desire to live.”

IV 
The Unit Response  

The rise from the gunshot does not occur without family, 
friends and sisters and brothers on the job. Or without the help 
of your union. 

With the pop-pop-pop-pop, Saavedra had to deal with the 
spiral of being out on worker’s comp and drawing 66.6 percent 
of his salary. With lost overtime and kids needing their own 
medical attention, he found the hole that unfortunately comes 
with such an incident.

The South Florida PBA filled the hole. The fundraiser the 
union held helped pay the bills. They connected him with the 
worker’s comp attorney who helped him find the benefits due 
a cop who is shot. 

When the “shots fired” call comes, the PBA receives notifi-
cation right away. Representatives from the legal team and the 
membership respond to the scene no matter what time of day. 
Or night. Let these words from Axelrad be something any officer 
who faces “shots fired” remembers: 

“What the officer just needs to know is, focus on their own 
health and we’ll take care of the rest. They have to get better 
and then, we make sure that they’re getting all the benefits that 
they’re entitled to.”

The PBA makes sure the officer’s rights are protected. And the 
people that handle the investigations on any side of it, know 
what they’re doing up to making sure the bullets are accurately 
counted. 

The response becomes even more important these days with 
every use of lethal force being so heavily scrutinized. So you 
want them there for what a cop who is shot cannot be expected 
to consider amid the whole ordeal.

“Because we don’t want there to be any appearance of impro-
priety by somebody,” Axelrad recites as further words to live by. 
“Maybe you have somebody not being as familiar with the rules 
and asking a question that shouldn’t be asked, because even a 
supervisor responding to the scene right away asks, ‘What hap-
pened?’ It may seem just a routine question, but when it’s a 
shooting, they should not be answering that question.”

A shooting response emphasizes that the PBA provides coun-
selors at law, not just attorneys at law. They counsel officers who 
have to endure a shooting, no matter whether they are hit. If it 
appears that the cavalry has arrived, well, that’s exactly what the 
member should feel. That’s the job, according to Axelrad.

“If we give a semblance of calm, and they’re breathing a little 
easier, I think we work hard for that.”

Sergeant John Saavedra has twice been named South Florida PBA Officer 
of the Year.

Saavedra, right, with South Florida PBA President Steadman Stahl.
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V 
Lessons Learned  

 Wright does not want to be just an inspirational story. But she 
is. And she is also a cautionary tale. When returning to the job, 
she was part of an academy class called Tactical Lifesaver. Pic-
tures of her being carted off the scene are included 
in the PowerPoint. It’s pretty graphic.  

So the new recruits get to hear the story 
and hear for themselves the type of dan-
ger that they might encounter. Half 
the class usually cries then culmi-
nates with a refrain: “Oh, thank God 
you’re here. We appreciate you.” 

But Wright reminds that it’s not 
about recognition. It’s about learn-
ing and educating.

Officers who take the bullets 
don’t want to take the disability re-
tirement. They can make even more 
of a difference if they stay on. Wright 
proudly reports that after her shooting, 
the department geared up by giving every-
body rifles on the street beyond the specialized 
units. 

Her mission to educate has included reminding young offi-
cers that they need to think long term, to make sure they have a 
will and a power of attorney. She wants them to take their days 
off to decompress, step away from the job and relax and clear 
your head. 

There is also a message she gives everybody and wants ev-

erybody to hear. It is perhaps an integral reason for telling her 
story here.

“Our natural instinct is always to rush to danger. But they 
need to take a step back and have situational awareness around 
them. Because at the end of the day, you never know if it’s one 
subject, two subjects or three subjects. And I’ve always told my 
squad, ‘There’s always safety in numbers. If you think you’re go-

ing to something that’s a hard call and you feel those little hairs 
stand up on the back of your neck, it’s very true. Wait 

for other people.’”

* * *
Saavedra knows that part of his job is 

reaching out to other officers. He will get 
calls to speak to a group of new narcotics 
officers. He provides a step-by-step ac-
count, always emphasizing what could 
have been done differently, what could 
have been done better and what was 

done to come out alive. He has heard 
from other officers how his message has 

helped them through subsequent shoot-
ings. 

And he steps up here to offer lasting words 
about what to take away from taking a bullet, what 

shots fired should trigger from here on out.
“There’s never going to be the perfect situation. And from one 

minute to the next, your life can be in danger, and your actions 
depend on whether you walk out of there alive or in a body bag. 
And not giving up, staying in the fight and fighting with every-
thing you have is the only thing that’s going to keep you from 
going home in a body bag. And I tell everybody, ‘Don’t give up.’”

“What the officer just needs to 
know is, focus on their own health  

and we'll take care of the rest.”

South Florida PBA General  
Counsel Andrew Axelrad





The PBA The PBA 
ScholarsScholars
Following an amazing class of recipients in 2020, 
South Florida PBA anticipates another stellar 
group of applicants for its scholarship program
n BY MITCHELL KRUGEL 

One of the students that the South Florida PBA conferred a top-level 
scholarship award in 2020 captained the varsity soccer, volleyball and 
softball teams during her senior year of high school. She received her 
school’s pride award for female athlete, its leadership award and was 
honored as a scholar athlete 12 times. She was also chosen by her senior 
class to be its Homecoming Queen nominee. 

And Gracie Wood, daughter of Key West Lieutenant Hollis Wood Jr., 
also received the PBA’s silver scholarship award, its second highest hon-
or. Imagine what the gold award winner accomplished.

That would be Nia Brown, daughter of Miami-Dade Corrections & Re-
habilitation Officer Robert Brown. Nia is currently studying at the Uni-
versity of Central Florida, buried in books, working toward her goal of 
becoming a doctor. Well, not just a doctor, but a neonatologist, a special-
ist who takes care of sick and premature newborns, for which she will 
have to complete a three-year fellowship after completing a residency 
in pediatrics. 

“I am truly proud of the way Nia woks hard and focuses on the task at 
hand,” Robert commented. “Hopefully, that is something she has seen 
in her mother and me – working hard and always trying to move up in 
our profession.”

The South Florida PBA is now accepting applications for 2021 schol-
arship recipients. This is a continuing effort to help children of mem-
bers pursue their education that in 2020 resulted in distributing nearly 
$30,000 in scholarship awards to more than 50 applicants.

The legacy of the awards seems to grow exponentially. In 2020, the 
award winners included 27 graduating high school seniors, 10 college 
freshmen, five college sophomores, eight college juniors and two col-
lege seniors. The awards helped them attend 20 different colleges and 
universities, including the University of Florida, Florida State, South 
Florida, Central Florida, Florida Atlantic, Florida International, Mi-
ami-Dade Honors College and even the Savannah College of Art & De-
sign in Georgia. 

Yes, some of the honorees are following in their mothers’ or fathers’ 
footsteps by studying criminal justice. But other areas of study range 
from athletic training to aviation to behavioral neuroscience to biomed-
ical science business to engineering fashion design to mechanical engi-
neering to Spanish speech language and communication disorders.

“I think this shows how our members are raising their children and 
want the best for them,” explained South Florida PBA Treasurer Nizam 
“Ish” Ishmael, who is chairing the scholarship selection committee for 
the third consecutive year. “These remarkable students are stepping up 
and answering the call. They are very charismatic. They’re very smart. 
These are definitely future leaders of our community and our nation.”

Scholarship applicants must be a child of a South Florida PBA mem-
ber with a minimum of one year of membership. They also must be, or 
plan to be, a part-time or full-time student at an accredited two-year or 
four-year college. Graduate students are not eligible to apply. 

An introspective part of the application process is that applicants 
must submit a 750-word essay. In 2020, applicants were asked to write 
about their career goals. 

This year, the South Florida PBA executive board has challenged stu-
dents to write about growing up in a law enforcement family and what it 
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2020 Gold scholarship award winner Nia Brown, daughter of 
daughter of Miami-Dade Corrections & Rehabilitation Officer Robert 
Brown.

Gracie Wood, the daughter of Key West Lieutenant Hollis Wood Jr., 
was honored with the silver scholarship award in 2020.

2020 Bronze scholarship award winner Yaelle Reeve with her moth-
er, Miami-Dade Officer Yaara Reeve.
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means in this day and age of negative information about police and 
corrections in the media. The board wants applicants to expound 
on how that will shape their college experience and beyond.

“A few of us talked about different issues that are trending 
throughout the nation and settled on that topic,” Ish detailed. “We 
wanted applicants to think a little bit more when writing the essay 
this year.”

The scholarship committee will read through the essays that 
must be postmarked by April 15 and determine the recipients. It 
proposes to be another group of applicants that confirm how grow-
ing up as the daughter or son of a law enforcement officer breeds 
special traits, casting them as above and beyond as their parents.

“They have such great values, and we are happy that we have 
children of law enforcement who are growing up with those values,” 
Ish added. “We need that so bad. The world needs it.”

As Brown submitted, “A big thanks to the PBA and the board of di-
rectors for recognizing Nia and all the other law enforcement recip-
ients,” he emphasized how he and his wife, who is a nurse, tried to 
instill those values and discipline in their daughter. Nia is a paragon 
of students who make good decisions, just as are Wood and Yaelle 
Reeve, daughter of Miami-Dade Officer Yaara Reeve, who was the 
bronze recipient in 2020. 

Nia received a $1,300 award, while Gracie was given $1,200 and 
Yaara $1,000. Ish noted that the South Florida PBA board will deter-
mine the total dollar amount of scholarships to be awarded in 2021, 
and there is great anticipation about another remarkable group of 
applicants.

“Out scholarship committee is eagerly waiting to see the work of 
the children of our members and how they think,” Ish challenged. 
“We’re just really looking forward to reading their essays, rating 
them and given them funds to go toward their higher education. We 
look forward to giving back to our members.” 



n BY KAREN JENKINS 

The day that Kevin Schwartz received his 
5-year-old son’s diagnosis of osteosarcoma 
— bone cancer — in September 2020 is one 
he chooses not to remember. 

But the days that law enforcement of-
ficers across South Florida rally around 
Schwartz to donate platelets to 5-year-old 
Jacob are the days that Schwartz chooses 
not to forget.

“There really isn’t a way to describe it. 
Overwhelming is about the best I can de-
scribe it,” expressed Schwartz, a Biscayne 
Park corporal with 10 years on the job. 
“When I talk to the people or anybody that’s 
donated [platelets] or anything, just the 
words, saying, ‘Thank you,’ doesn’t seem — 
for me or my wife — to express how much 
we truly appreciate it.”

When Schwartz and his wife, Helen, re-
ceived their son’s diagnosis, they decided 
to organize a blood drive in the event that 
he needed transfusions during treatment.

Helen contacted One Blood, a mobile 
blood donation center servicing Tampa 
Bay and South, Southeast and Central Flor-
ida, to set up a drive for Jacob. Within just 
a few weeks of emailing information, send-
ing out flyers and promoting it on the Nex-
tdoor community app, the blood drive was 
set for Nov. 10 in Biscayne Park. 

At the first drive, seven Big Red Bus units 
from One Blood arrived to collect Type 
A-positive blood donations from 80 do-
nors, which Schwartz said was unprece-
dented for the town. 

“I was actually on duty, doing some stuff 
at the station,” Schwartz recalled. “I saw the 
buses come. So the first couple buses are 
there, and the very first person to make a 
donation was our brand-new Village Man-
ager [Mario Diaz]. He wasn’t even hired yet. 
I didn’t even know the guy and he was there 
getting on the bus. There were literally peo-
ple standing in the rain waiting to donate 
platelets to my son.”

After the Nov. 10 drive, a buzz start-
ed around other South Florida PBA units 
about Jacob’s condition. The Miami-Dade 
Police Department held a drive on Nov. 
12, coinciding with the South Florida PBA’s 
two-day drive for Jacob on Nov. 12 and Nov. 
13.

Throughout November and December, 
PBA units and members set up events to 
donate blood for Jacob. Schwartz was able 
to attend most of the drives, which includ-
ed one with PBA units from the Florida In-
ternational University Police Department, 
two with North Miami Beach Police De-
partment and the Miami-Dade Police De-

partment Intracoastal District Station, as 
well as drives with the Davie Police Depart-
ment, Boynton Beach Police Department 
and Margate Police Department.

“It started kind of as a mouse and then 
just exploded from there,” Schwartz ex-
plained. “The PBA has been there to sup-
port us and told me to ask for anything we 
need.”

Jacob’s diagnosis came after bumping 
his head on the playground equipment at 
his daycare. Helen took him to the doc-
tor with a minor skull fracture. They then 
went to the emergency room to do X-rays 
on the skull fracture, and part of the med-
ical protocol of that procedure was a com-
plete-body bone scan. 

The bone scan revealed that Jacob had 
a mass on his femur. A biopsy was done 
on the mass, and two weeks later, they re-
ceived the results.

“My wife called me, it was four o’clock in 
the afternoon,” Schwartz noted. “She told 
me that she just got the results that he had 
cancer.”

Helen has been a state’s attorney for 20 
years and is currently working from home 
due to COVID-19, so she takes Jacob to 
treatments at Joe DiMaggio Children’s Hos-
pital in Hollywood. Schwartz shared that 
the family traveled to Gainesville the week 
of Jan. 11 for Jacob to receive a rotation-
plasty, a surgical procedure used to treat 
bone tumors that occur near the knee in 
children. 

Despite the difficulties, they’re all perse-
vering one day at a time as Jacob fights to 
beat his condition. 

“He knows he has cancer, but he doesn’t 
really understand what cancer is,” Schwartz 
said. “There’s some days where I take it 
hour by hour, I think.”

Schwartz said that even during the ex-
tremely difficult times, the outpouring of 
law enforcement and PBA support has pro-
vided a glimmer of hope. Just a few months 
ago, he could have never imagined the 
sheer number of events that have been set 
up in Jacob’s honor. Schwartz is current-
ly working on another blood drive in Bis-
cayne Park, slated for February. 

“All I can say is thank you,” he noted. “You 
know, there’s really no words to express the 
gratitude that myself and my family have. 
So, thank you to everyone that’s come out 
to support us and my son.”

Biscayne Park Corporal Kevin Schwartz with 5-year-old son, Jacob, who was diagnosed with osteosar-
coma, a type of bone cancer, in September 2020.

Dozens of South Florida PBA agencies have 
participated in blood drives to donate platelets 
to Jacob as he fights his disease.

We’re Here for You
South Florida PBA units come to the aid of member’s son battling bone cancer
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n BY KAREN JENKINS 

As tough as James Stephen “Steve” Mc-
Vay II tried to appear, there was one per-
son who could break him down immedi-
ately: his son, Sean McVay. 

When 28-year-old Sean walked through 
the door after graduating from the acade-
my in April 2020 — in a virtual ceremony 
with no family allowed due to COVID-19 
— his father took one look up and down as 
tears welled up in his eyes. It was the first 
time Steve had seen his son in uniform.

“It was full circle,” recalled Sean, who 
also shared the same academy recruit 
number as his father. “He got really emo-
tional when he saw me come home.”

Steve served a 25-year career with the 
North Bay Village Police Department and 
was noted for his work with the South 
Florida PBA as a board member. Walter Sa-
jdak, one of Steve’s coworkers and closest 
friends, noted how community outreach 
fueled so much of his desire to serve. 

“I idolized him; he just cared about 
the community,” said Sajdak, who has 20 
years with the North Bay Village Police 
Department. “I grew up in Chicago, and 
we knew our neighborhood cops. They 
walked the beat, they came to our schools, 
they helped us if we needed anything. 
They were there. Steve reminded me of the 
same kind of officer at the time — some-
one who was out there for the community. 
He was there until the end.”

Steve was admitted to Jackson Memo-
rial Hospital on Nov. 26, 2020, after suffer-
ing from headaches, fatigue and double 
vision. During his treatment, he was di-
agnosed with multiple myeloma, a type of 
cancer that attacks blood plasma.

He was discharged for outpatient care 
on Dec. 18. His condition slowly worsened 
while he remained at home, and he expe-
rienced pain deep in his bones, according 
to Sean.

“The silver lining was that he got to 
spend Christmas with us,” Sean noted. 
“And then we brought him back to the ER 
on [Dec. 26], because he wasn’t feeling 
good.”

The family held onto every shred of 
hope during the following seven days in 
the hospital — any slight eye movement or 
single utterance from Steve seemed like it 
could bring a miracle. When Sean walked 
into the hospital room in his police uni-

form, it stimulated an emotional reaction 
in Steve, and they thought he might be 
able to make it through the illness.

But within a week, Sean, along with 
his 22-year-old brother, Daniel, and their 
mother, Hiromi, had to make the difficult 
decision of either starting Steve on dialy-
sis to prolong his life by 24 hours or let-
ting him pass without a painful treatment. 
They made the impossible decision to let 
him go peacefully. Steve passed away on 
Jan. 3 at the age of 56. 

“He was such a good person who would 
fight for the little man,” Sajdak said. “One 
of his greatest strengths as a human and 
as an officer was his loyalty to do what’s 
right.”

Steve led by example. When Sean was 
a child, his dad would take him to PBA 
events to meet other officers and become 
immersed in the community. 

He didn’t tell Sean or his brother explic-
itly to be kind and help people. Instead, he 
took his sons with him when he met the 
public and walked the walk of protecting 
and serving. 

“I think just always being around [law 
enforcement] influenced me,” Sean said 
of watching his father on the job and later 
becoming an officer with the Miami-Dade 
Police Department. “He’s just a big family 
guy, and I think that bubbled up into the 
community, as well. How he took care of 
his family — that influenced him and how 
he worked.”

Sajdak said he will miss his friend who 

fought for members’ rights and acted as a 
close confidant.

“We wouldn’t have our state retirement 
here in North Bay Village for the officers if 
it weren’t for Steve,” he said.

Now, when Sean walks the streets of  
Miami-Dade County in uniform, he is rep-
resenting a law enforcement legacy that 
began with his father. 

“He taught me that in police work, it’s 
all about the team-oriented mindset and 
environment,” Sean said. “It’s a powerful 
moment, because I chose this career path 
and I was able to help my dad out in a 
time when he really needed it. I got to be 
there for him this time.”

Officer Steve McVay devoted much of his career 
to getting to know community members, which 
was one of his most admirable qualities, accord-
ing to former coworkers.

A U.S. Marine presents a flag of honor to Steve 
McVay’s wife and son during a ceremony in 
January.

Building a Legacy
North Bay Village Sergeant Steve McVay passed away on Jan. 3,

and his son now carries on his law enforcement legacy in Miami-Dade

In Memoriam 

James Stephen McVay II
North Bay Village Police Department

End of Watch: Jan. 3, 2021
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Celebrating South Florida PBA members and the way they serve every day

SectionMembers Only

Step Up
Officers get footloose to raise awareness for breast cancer 

Miami-Dade Corrections Officer Reymel Llerena (left) and Henry County, Georgia Officer Sirdarius Ra-
shod Benton compete in a dance-off to raise awareness for breast cancer.

n BY ROSEMARY AN

Miami-Dade Corrections and Rehabili-
tation (MDCR) Officer Reymel Llerena has 
always loved to dance. So when he saw Of-
ficer Sirdarius Rashod Benton from Henry 
County, Georgia, who is known for going 
viral with his dance moves on TikTok and 
for challenging other police departments 
in the country to dance-offs, Llerena knew 
he had to get the officer down to Miami. 

In a friendly freestyle competition on 
Oct. 19, Llerena and Benton, also known as 
Deputy B, danced for the title of Best Salsa 
Dancer to raise breast cancer awareness.

 “We had no plan whatsoever other than 
to get together and have a good old-fash-
ioned dance-off to raise awareness for a 
cause,” Llerena noted. “When we were dis-
cussing the event, Deputy B mentioned he 
knew a few salsa moves, and I immediately 
knew what we were dancing to.”

The department, having more female 
staff than male, holds the cause near and 
dear to its heart. The officers wore pink and 
black masks all month to promote the cause 
and made them available for the public 
to buy. As a result, they raised $18,000 for 
Breast Cancer Awareness Month, the most 
money ever raised in the department’s 
history. The donation went directly to the 
American Cancer Society’s Making Strides 
Against Breast Cancer. 

“Breast cancer hits home in our depart-
ment especially, because we have officers 
who are currently going through treatment 
for it right now,” said Juan Diasgranados, 
MDCR public affairs manager. “COVID-19 
may have struck this year, but breast can-
cer has always been around.”

Llerena started dancing at a young age. 
His sister was a dancer who participated in 
many events and was always in need of a 
partner, so Llerena became familiar with 
multiple styles of dancing from different 
cultures. 

“It was a great hobby growing up, but I 
am a law enforcement officer first and fore-
most,” Llerena shared. “To have an oppor-
tunity where I can do both while raising 
awareness that has affected my depart-
ment and this community so immensely 
was amazing.”

Llerena introduced himself to Deputy B 

via social media and invited him to a local 
celebrity softball game he planned in Mi-
ami about a year ago. Deputy B was also a 
guest on the radio show hosted by Enrique 
Santos, who is a good friend of Llerena’s. 
The two officers were able to talk and con-
nect during the trip, leading to a Tik-Tok 
dance-off between Llerena, his daughter 
and Deputy B. 

Deputy B’s social media following in-
cludes officers in his department and res-
idents in his home state. His social media 
presence helped the event spread to mul-
tiple departments and the public, and al-
lowed for more residents in the community 
to see and get involved with the cause. 

While Llerena and Deputy B were fo-
cused on their dance-off, the attendees 
were chatting, laughing and dancing along.

“We were trying to make the best out of 
a situation that obviously could’ve been 
better without the pandemic,” said Antho-
ny Paz Jr., MDCR community affairs offi-
cer. “The way we look at it is we are doing 
a public service regardless of what time of 
the day it is, as long as we have the uniform 
on.”

Llerena credits the event’s success to the 
department’s dedication to engaging with 
the community to strengthen and maintain 

their relationship. “Our department bene-
fits greatly from our community and law 
enforcement partnerships,” he remarked. 
“Cooperating with them allows for more 
exposure to our department so that the 
community can see how else we serve.” 

The two officers brought their A-game 
for the dance-off but called it a draw. Di-
asgranados emphasizes his appreciation 
for Deputy B’s participation and for the 
public’s assistance, which resulted in the 
department’s record-breaking donations. 

“For the deputy to come down on his own 
time, his own dime, to help raise awareness 
just to put a smile on the folks’ faces meant 
the world to us,” he mentioned. “And with 
the pandemic, a lot of people have lost jobs 
and are hurting, so it was tough, but we are 
very proud of what we were able to raise.”

SOUTH FLORIDA
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Doral Police command staff  
dishes out appreciation for officers

Monroe County Sheriff’s Office helps 
community members out of crisis

Officers and city employees at the Doral Police Department 
enjoyed an employee appreciation drive-thru barbecue orga-
nized by the command staff at the station on Dec. 22. 

The command staff grilled hamburgers and hot dogs, which 
they served with a side of smiles to employees who drove 
through the line.

“2020 has been a year of many, many challenges because of 
[COVID-19],” said Rey Valdes, the Doral Police Department pub-
lic information officer. “Events like this show the cohesiveness 
that we have as a department and as a city. It’s just one more way 
to bring everybody together and be able to say, ‘Thank you.’”

Officers enjoyed the day of appreciation and being served, as 
they tirelessly serve the city of Doral every day. Sergeant Eddie 
Sanchez said he felt honored to be in attendance. 

“It’s the little things in life that are actually the big things,” 
Sanchez said. “Not just as officers, but as brothers and sisters, 
we’re all just fighting for the same cause.”

Middle Keys Sergeant Lissette Quintero and officers from 
the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office partnered with Kmart 
and Winn-Dixie on Dec. 30 as a form of community out-
reach. 

The team assisted in collecting food, clothing and kitchen 
items for Keys Area Interdenominational Resources, a non-
profit serving families in Marathon and the Florida Keys who 
have found themselves in various forms of crises.
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Holiday gifts from Miami-Dade Police Department

Sunny Isles Beach Night 
of Illumination

Bal Harbour brings holiday 
cheer to local family

From hospitals to camps to the homes of locals, Miami-Dade 
Police officers travelled through the county to deliver toys to chil-
dren in December. Multiple districts in the department, some 
with the help of community partners like Walmart, sought to 
make the holidays as normal as possible by hosting almost 10 
events that spread holiday cheer. 

Some of the events had to be revamped due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. “It was a very difficult, challenging year, and we had to 
change the dynamics of our events,” mentioned Angel Rodriguez, 
the Miami-Dade PD public information officer. “Not only to give 
gifts at these events, but also to enhance and maintain our rela-
tionship with the residents of our community.”

Intracoastal District officers, along with Santa Claus, distrib-
uted toys to 500 children in the county on Dec. 19 through their 
annual toy drive. Through the course of service in the community, 
Intracoastal District officers who are on patrol or in the district 
may come across situations where they deal with people in need. 
Those officers would call that information into their department 
and have it sent to the neighborhood resource unit. Walmart, a 
community partner, sponsored the toy drive for the children to 
experience Christmas. 

The District also held its Shop with a Cop event on Dec. 5 in 
another partnership with Walmart. Preselected families who are 
financially in need were given a set dollar amount based on the 
number of children in the family. Every family was paired with an 
officer who would take the children into the store to select what-
ever items they wanted — toys, electronics, clothing and more — 
to take home for the holiday.

Kendall District officers surprised the hospital staff at Baptist 
Health South Florida with holiday gifts, including dolls and train 
sets, for their patients on Dec. 17 for their annual toy drive. The 
hospital gave the district a list of names and other information so 
the officers would know what kinds of gifts to buy. In past years, 
the district brought their own Santa Claus and gave toys directly 
to the patients, but officers opted to drop off the toys this year due 
to concerns about the COVID-19 pandemic. 

At the South District annual toy giveaway, officers delivered 

toys to 60 families on Dec. 24 through a partnership with Walmart. 
Each officer involved oversaw one family and was tasked with 
finding the perfect gifts for each child in that family. The district 
preselected underprivileged families from the Goulds, Perrine 
and Naranja areas to make sure those children in need weren’t 
going to be without gifts this holiday season. 

The Northwest District has been donating toys to Jones Fish 
Camp for at least 14 years, and this year was no different. North-
west District neighborhood resource unit officers brought Santa 
to distribute holiday bags filled with toys at their annual toy give-
away for the children of families at Jones Fish Camp on Dec. 18. 

The Community Youth and Outreach section participated in 
two events in December through partnerships with the Bryan 
Pata Foundation and Cops for Kids. On Dec. 18, officers bought 
clothing and hats for preselected children in the county. The of-
ficers also distributed toys and other goods to children and their 
families on Dec. 16. 

“We wanted to keep the community’s spirits lifted and give ev-
eryone a special moment,” Rodriguez shared. “It is our hope that 
things will be back to the normal ‘norm’ that everyone wants, but 
if there are other challenges that come with this pandemic, we 
will continue to adapt to better serve those communities.”

Inside a glowing, ornament-shaped dome, two officers from 
the Sunny Isles Beach Police Department stood side by side for a 
photo. The city hosted a Night of Illumination at Gateway Park on 
Dec. 19, featuring a 26-foot holiday tree and bright decorations. 
Sunny Isles Beach residents were able to experience a socially dis-
tanced winter wonderland light display.  

The Bal Harbour Police Legacy Foundation partnered with a 
local church to bring holiday cheer to children in need on Dec. 25. 

A generous donation was made by the foundation to the 
Friendship Baptist Church “Angel Tree” Holiday Program, which 
reaches out to parents and caregivers of children in the Bal Har-
bour area to gather holiday wish lists. 

The Bal Harbour Police Legacy Foundation was able to act as 
Santa Claus himself by hand-delivering the gift-wrapped goodies 
to children in the community. 
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Santa’s elves mobilize  
in Bal Harbour

Opa Locka officers  
celebrate Shop with a Cop

Florida International  
University Police Department 

fills bin full of toys

Shopping with Doral cops

Santa’s elves were doing important work on the streets of Bal 
Harbour on Dec. 16 with a mass gift delivery just in time for 
Christmas. 

Resident volunteers graciously helped Bal Harbour police offi-
cers wrap more than 250 donated toys, which were then labeled 
and delivered by the officers to local schools and members of the 
community, to bright smiles and eager unwrapping. 

The Opa Locka Police Department held its first-ever Shop with 
a Cop event on Dec. 11, with officers assisting 12 children who 
each received $75 gift cards to shop for themselves and family 
members. 

“We basically collected money from the officers,” said Lieu-
tenant Nikeya Jenkins. “They all donated, and we have a couple 
of anonymous donors.”

The students, who came from three local schools, were select-
ed by school administrators on the basis of good behavior, atten-
dance, grade point average and no suspensions. 

When Florida International University President Mark 
Rosenberg wants to put on a holiday toy drive, the FIU Police 
Department knows how to deliver. 

The officers of the FIUPD made a significant contribution to 
the toy donation on Dec. 4 — one that filled an entire bin by 
itself. They were thrilled to be part of the drive and show their 
support for the community. 

Officers in the Doral Police Department were able to part-
ner with children for positivity as part of this year’s holiday 
Shop with a Cop event on Dec. 12. 

The Doral City Council and Mayor Juan Carlos Bermudez 
helped officers organize the smiles under children’s masks as 
they shopped for gifts at the local Doral Walmart. 
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Mrs. Claus pays special 
visit to Pinecrest  

Police Department

South Miami PD toy delivery

Medley PD holiday giveaway

Miami Gardens PD  
Christmas tree giveaway

Shopping carts full of gifts for Pinecrest’s Toy Drive were donat-
ed by the Rotary Club of Pinecrest to the department. 

When Rotary President Clara Powell found out about the toy 
drive, she collected $600 from club members and used it to buy 
gifts. Pinecrest officers then set up a Shop with a Cop date for 
Powell — also known as Mrs. Claus — on Dec. 17. 

Officer Mayra Oliva accompanied her while shopping at the 
Pinecrest Target. The gifts were donated to foster children in Mi-
ami-Dade County.

Boxes filled to the brim with toys — including dolls, basketballs 
and toy cars — were donated to the South Miami Police Depart-
ment on Dec. 18 to distribute to children during the holidays. The 
department identified families that would most benefit from re-
ceiving the toys donated by American Legion Post 31 and set out 
to make the deliveries on Christmas Eve. 

Several children holding holiday bags with words like “mer-
ry,” “joy” and “let it snow” posed with masks in front of an arch 
decorated as a candy cane. The Medley Police Department 
held a holiday toy giveaway on Dec. 16 and Dec. 23 through 
the donations of Seaboard Marine, an ocean carrier. Children 
were able to pick up bags of toys, including dolls and figurines, 
at a table next to an inflatable Christmas tree and Santa Claus.

Two boys and two officers posed for a photo next to a 
Christmas tree on Dec. 16. Instead of donating presents, the 
Miami Gardens Police Department opted to distribute ever-
green trees to put gifts under this holiday. The department, 
in a partnership with Costco, gave away Christmas trees to 
several families that would otherwise have spent the holidays 
without one. 
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Are you sure your assets are protected?
We are fielding more questions surrounding asset 

protection for sworn officers if qualified immuni-
ty is lost. There are many layers to asset protection. 
The best strategy is to address all potential concerns 
so that if your qualified immunity is compromised, 
you and your family are protected. Once you already 
have a creditor it will likely be too late, as you could be 
“structuring to defraud a creditor,” and any changes 
made could be unwound.
Background on qualified immunity

The qualified immunity act is a legal doctrine that 
protects law enforcement officers from lawsuits regarding their con-
duct. As a law enforcement officer, you cannot be held personally 
liable for your actions unless you violate established federal laws. 

The Supreme Court implemented qualified immunity in 1967 as 
a modest exception for public officials who had acted in good faith 
and believed that their actions were authorized by law. In 1982 in 
Harlow v. Fitzgerald, the court expanded the protection, removing 
the “good faith” assumption and putting the requirement on the vic-
tim to show that their right was “clearly established” by a prior case. 

With the movement to defund the police, qualified immunity has 
come under fire.
Easy ways to protect your assets 

There are many strategies that non-law enforcement individuals, 
who do not have qualified immunity, can utilize to protect their per-
sonal assets. Some of these strategies are:

• Homestead your primary residence so it is creditor protected. 
Property is not automatically homesteaded; you have to com-
plete Form DR-501 on the Florida Department of Revenue web-
site apply through your local property appraiser’s office (https://
floridarevenue.com/property/Pages/Forms.aspx). 

• The Florida Constitution defines a Florida homestead property 
as one’s principal place of residence subject to lot size limita-
tions. There is no restriction on the square footage of the physi-
cal residence or the value of the property, wherever located.

• Contribute to retirement accounts — these are also credi-
tor-protected in the state of Florida.

• Ensure that you have adequate liability coverage on your auto 
and homeowner policies and that you have no gap in cov-
erage with an umbrella policy. For auto, have a minimum of 
$250,000/$500,000 or $300,000/$300,000 coverage for liability 
and uninsured or underinsured motorists. Homeowners should 
have a minimum of $300,000 in liability coverage. Note: Some 
condos limit liability coverage to $100,000. In this case, you 
would want a bridge or gap policy.

• Ensure that you have adequate property damage coverage on 
your auto policy. We recommend a minimum of $100,000.

• Utilize a personal liability umbrella policy of at least $1 million 
in coverage. Depending on your income and assets, this may 
need to increase.

• Confirm that only the primary driver’s name is on the title of 
each vehicle you own. Joint title means joint liability. Also, en-
sure that your names are not on the title of adult children’s cars. 
If they get in an accident, you could be exposed.

• Own all bank accounts, financial assets, business interests and 
personal property as tenants by the entirety (TBE) or in a ten-
ants by the entirety trust when married. This titling gives both 
parties an equal and undivided interest in the property, which 
can protect against a creditor of one spouse who would try to 
break the tenancy to have a claim against the assets but not 
against both spouses. 

But what if I put my assets in a trust?
There are aspects of your life that qualified immunity and the 

basic asset protection strategies do not cover. This is where proper 

estate planning comes into play. There are many dif-
ferent types of trusts:
• Individual revocable living trust. This trust is cre-
ated while alive and can be changed by the creator. 
Assets held in an individual revocable trust avoid pro-
bate and provide privacy; they do not qualify for asset 
protection for the grantor/owner because the terms 
of the trust can be changed at any time. You remain in 
control of these assets.
• TBE (or TbyE) trust (joint trust for those that are 
married with TBE protection). This lets you have cred-

itor protection while still being able to make changes to your 
trust. The death of one spouse removes the TBE nature of the 
trust, which removes the asset protection benefits. The surviv-
ing spouse can disclaim interest in the TBE property and allow 
the decedent’s half of the property to pass into a protected trust 
for the spouse or other family member to retain asset protec-
tion. In the state of Florida, a trust is considered to be a TBE 
trust if the six unities of ownership are present. They are:

1. unity of possession (joint ownership and control)
2. unity of interest (the interests in the account must be identical)
3. unity of title (the interests must have originated in the same 

instrument)
4. unity of time (the interests must have commenced simulta-

neously)
5. survivorship (100 percent must pass to the spouse if living)
6. unity of marriage (the parties must be married at the time the 

property became titled in their joint names).
Note: Not all joint revocable trusts have this protection. 
• Gifting trust. A gifting trust provides asset protection because 

the assets that are moved into the trust are considered an irre-
vocable gift. This type of trust is used when you want to leave 
an inheritance to your heirs while also removing assets from 
your estate (and sometimes your control) — thus providing 
creditor protection for the assets.

• Post-death planning. Leaving assets directly to your heirs is 
not the most beneficial way to leave an inheritance. Rather, 
utilizing sub-trusts within your living trust provides vast ben-
efits. Typically, when the grantor passes away, their trust cre-
ates sub-trusts for each beneficiary and allocates their share of 
the trust to each of their respective sub-trusts. The beneficiary 
then becomes the trustee (or co-trustee) of their sub-trust. 
The sub-trusts transfer the assets outside of probate (private-
ly) to your heirs and are not subject to creditors, predators, 
divorce or estate taxes of the beneficiary. In addition, the trust 
provides privacy. This is especially important in your line of 
work. You don’t want somebody who has a personal vendetta 
against you to see how much money you left your loved ones. 
Sub-trusts are available for all trust types.

With all the uncertainty currently surrounding qualified im-
munity and the increasing litigation risks of the society we live in, 
you want to be proactive and make sure you are protected. You’ve 
worked hard to get where you are — don’t let someone take it away.

Steve Olson, founder and managing member of Atlantic Wealth  
Partners, has more than a decade of experience in focused tax  
planning, legal strategy interpretation, investment manage-
ment and advisory services to wealthy individuals and families  
throughout Florida. Gregg Brant earned his executive certificate in 
financial planning from Duquesne University, an MBA from Robert 
Morris University and a bachelor’s in financial mathematics with a 
minor in actuarial science from Robert Morris University. To contact 
Atlantic Wealth Partners, call 561-632-0566 or go to www.atlan-
ticwealthpartners.com.

STEVE  
OLSON

GREGG 
BRANT
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HealthThe Best of

First responders will experience stress. Managing stress and 
taking breaks will make you a better responder.

Sources of stress for emergency responders may include 
witnessing human suffering, risk of personal harm, intense 
workloads, life-and-death decisions and separation from fam-
ily. There are important steps responders should take before, 
during and after an event. To take care of others, responders 
must be feeling well and thinking clearly.

First responders can take certain steps to do their jobs ef-
fectively. During a response, understand and identify burnout 
and secondary traumatic stress. Burnout involves feelings of 
extreme exhaustion and being overwhelmed. Secondary trau-
matic stress consists of stress reactions and symptoms resulting 
from exposure to another individual’s traumatic experiences, 
rather than from exposure directly to a traumatic event.

Signs of burnout are sadness, depression, apathy, becoming 
easily frustrated, blaming others, irritability, lacking feelings, 
indifference, isolation or disconnection from others, poor self-
care (hygiene) and feeling tired, exhausted or overwhelmed. 
You may feel like a failure and that nothing you can do will help. 
You are not doing your job well. You need alcohol or other drugs 
to cope.

Signs of secondary traumatic stress are excessive worry or 
fear about something bad happening, being easily startled, the 
feeling of being “on guard” all the time, physical signs of stress 
(e.g. racing heart), nightmares or recurrent thoughts about the 
traumatic situation and the feeling that others’ trauma is yours.

Coping techniques like taking breaks, eating healthy foods, 
exercising and using the buddy system can help prevent and re-
duce burnout and secondary traumatic stress.

Try to limit your time working alone by trying to work in 
teams. Develop a buddy system to get support from team mem-
bers. In a buddy system, two responders partner together to 
support each other and monitor each other’s stress, workload 
and safety. The pair should:

• Get to know each other. Talk about background, interests, 
hobbies and family. Identify each other’s strengths and 
weaknesses.

• Set up times to check in with each other. Listen carefully 
and share experiences and feelings.

• Acknowledge tough situations and recognize accomplish-
ments, even small ones.

• Offer to help with basic needs such as sharing supplies and 
transportation.

• Monitor each other’s workloads. Encourage each other to 
take breaks. Share opportunities for stress relief (rest, rou-
tine sleep, exercise and deep breathing).

• Communicate your buddy’s basic needs and limits to lead-
ership – make your buddy feel “safe” to speak up.

Family members can help make the transition easier after the 
response is over. Celebrating a homecoming is important and 
should reflect your own style, preferences and traditions. Ask 
your loved ones to refrain from discussing graphic, gruesome 
and highly distressing details to avoid upsetting or traumatizing 
others. 

This is especially important when discussing the experience 
with, or in the presence of, children. Consider sharing the more 
positive aspects of your experience. 

Talking about disaster experiences is a personal and delicate 
subject for both you and your loved ones, and many people pre-
fer to limit sharing such experiences with only a coworker or 
close friend. Often the need or desire to talk about the disaster 
experience will vary over time. 

Engage in activities you enjoy doing with family or friends, 
such as playing games, shopping for food, sharing favorite 
meals and other activities that can help you reconnect. Practice 
responder self-care with these techniques:

• Work in teams and limit the amount of time working alone.
• Write in a journal.
• Talk to family, friends, supervisors and teammates about 

your feelings and experiences.
• Practice breathing and relaxation techniques.
• Maintain a healthy diet and get adequate sleep and exer-

cise.
• Know that it is OK to draw boundaries and say “no.”
• Avoid or limit caffeine and use of alcohol.
It is also important to remind yourself:
• It is not selfish to take breaks.
• The needs of survivors are not more important than your 

own needs and well-being.
• Working all the time does not mean you will make your 

best contribution.
• There are other people who can help in the response.
• Knowing that you have stress and coping with it as you 

respond will help you stay well, and this will allow you to 
keep helping those who are affected.

This information is courtesy of the CDC’s information for 
emergency planners and responders as part of its emergency pre-
paredness and response. More information can be found online 
at https://emergency.cdc.gov/. Call or text the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Disaster 
Distress Hotline: 1-800-985-5990 for additional help.

First Responders: Tips for taking care of yourself 
COVID-19 is stressful for all communities, and especially first responders.
Learn how to care for yourself and your families during this difficult time.
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NAPO president releases statement  
in response to riots at the Capitol

On Jan. 7, NAPO released the following statement 
from President Mick McHale:

On behalf of the National Association of Police 
Organizations (NAPO), I want to recognize the dedi-
cation and service of the U.S. Capitol Police and the 
other state, local and federal law enforcement agencies who re-
sponded to the riot and violence at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6.

We recognize and acknowledge that there are great political 
divides in our nation. As law enforcement officers, the first law 
we are sworn to uphold is the Constitution of the United States. 
And we strive to protect all the rights contained therein, includ-
ing First Amendment rights. At the same time, mass protests re-
garding controversial issues present an extremely volatile situa-
tion, and the deliberate and provocative acts of a few can swiftly 
turn what was a relatively peaceful assembly into a dangerous 
and violent mob.

Officers, in fact, put their own safety at risk in protecting the 
legitimate First Amendment rights of protesters, even those 
protesters who vilify and despise the police. They also risk 
their own safety in restoring public order and welfare when it is 
threatened by violent criminals, regardless of the political moti-
vations or beliefs of the individual persons involved.

When elected politicians seek to substitute their own judge-
ment for that of experienced officers, regarding the dangerous-
ness of mobs and how swiftly a situation can spiral out of con-
trol, the result can often be greater danger to public safety, and 
an increase in physical harm as well as damage to property and 
institutions. One example of this is the removal of “tools from 
the toolbox” that officers may need to protect themselves and 
the public in riotous situations. These tools may include teargas 
or other irritants, less-lethal projectiles, and even items such as 
helmets and shields. When the legitimate availability of these 
tools to officers is foreclosed at the front end, the predictable re-
sult is that demonstrations that might have remained relatively 
peaceful, or at least less violent, quickly escalate to destructive 
violence.

The great harm here is that officers are sometimes placed in 
a situation where, having been stripped of legitimate less-force-
ful means of maintaining and restoring order, they find them-
selves approaching a situation where they are forced to choose 
between no force at all and deadly force, because the interme-
diate use-of-force tools have been restricted or prohibited. This 
situation clearly risks great harm, destruction and even death, 
that might otherwise have been prevented. In cities across the 
country, the dissatisfaction with police response to sometimes 
violent protests during the summer has led to the deliberate 
disengagement or “standing down” of officers and the banning 
of vital de-escalation tools. 

NAPO priorities: 116th Congress Review
The 116th Congress (2019-2021) was very successful for 

NAPO. As the 117th begins, we highlight the legislative wins and 
achievements accomplished over the past two years. 
NAPO priority legislation signed into law

• Never Forget the Heroes: James Zadroga, Ray Pfeifer and 
Luis Alvarez Permanent Authorization of the September 
11th Victim Compensation Fund Act. It reauthorizes the 
fund through fiscal 2090 to compensate first responders 
and other individuals with health conditions caused by 
toxin exposure due the 9/11 attacks — including the reim-

bursement of any claims previously reduced due to 
insufficient funds.
• Repeal of the “Cadillac Tax.” The Fiscal 2020 
Consolidated Appropriations Act, H.R. 1865, perma-
nently repealed the 40 percent excise tax on employ-
er-sponsored health plans scheduled for 2022.

• Supporting and Treating Officers in Crisis (STOIC) Act. It 
reauthorizes a Department of Justice (DOJ) grant program 
for law enforcement officer family-support services that 
expired in 2000 and was last funded in 2005. The act will 
expand eligible uses to address the mental-health needs of 
law enforcement officers. Grant recipients may use funds 
to establish suicide-prevention programs and to support 
officers experiencing mental-health issues.

• Bulletproof Vest Partnership Grant Program Permanent 
Reauthorization. It permanently authorizes — up to $30 
million per year — the DOJ’s matching grant program that 
helps law enforcement organizations purchase bullet-re-
sistant vests.

• Safeguarding America’s First Responders Act. It establish-
es a presumption under the Public Safety Officers’ Ben-
efits (PSOB) program that an officer’s death or disability 
due to contracting COVID-19 is in the line of duty.

• Law Enforcement Suicide Data Collection Act. Requires 
the DOJ to establish a program to collect confidential data 
at the local, state and federal levels.

• Debbie Smith Reauthorization Act. It reauthorizes grants 
that support state and local efforts to process DNA evi-
dence in rape kits, including grants to provide DNA train-
ing and education for law enforcement personnel, correc-
tions personnel and court officers.

• Don’t Break Up the T-Band Act. It repeals the auction of the 
470-512 MHz (T-Band) that was mandated by the Middle 
Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act of 2012. This allows 
public safety licensees to remain on the T-Band spectrum, 
ensuring that first responders nationwide have access to 
advanced communications capability.   

NAPO priority legislation passed by the House or Senate
• Protecting America’s First Responders Act. This bill would 

ease the strict requirements for disabled officers to qual-
ify for PSOB disability benefits, so officers who are cata-
strophically injured in the line of duty, but can still work, 
would qualify. It also ensures that beneficiaries receive the 
highest award amount possible and provides education 
assistance for all children of public safety officers disabled 
or killed in the line of duty.

• Rehabilitation for Multiemployer Pensions Act. This bill 
would create a Pension Rehabilitation Trust Fund and es-
tablish an administration within the Treasury Department 
to make loans to failing multiemployer defined benefit 
plans.

• Restoring Tax Fairness for States and Localities Act. This 
legislation would repeal the cap on state and local tax 
(SALT) deduction for two years (2020 and 2021) and would 
reinstate above-the-line deductions for some out-of-
pocket expenses for first responders. 

• COPS Counseling Act. This bill would implement con-
fidentiality standards for peer support counseling pro-
grams and directs the attorney general to report on best 
practices.
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 Realtors who provide expertise to their extended law enforcement family
The Home Team  

The Nature Coast of Florida
Let me help you with your relocation to Citrus County  

Crystal River, Homosassa, Pine Ridge, Inverness & Floral City.

View visitcitrus.com to learn more about Citrus County.

Miami-Dade Police Reserve Officer 1974-2010
Many MDPD retirees have already found Citrus County a great place to live! 

Facts for Miami-Dade County and Citrus County.*
                     Population    Persons per sq. mile
Miami-Dade County   2,617,176       1,316
Citrus County                139,271            243
*Official US Census 

Mark Siegel, Realtor
ERA American Realty • 4511 N. Lecanto Hwy 
Beverly Hills, FL 34465
Office: 352.746.3600 • Cell: 786.877.6097 • Fax: 352-746-3685

Welcome HomeWelcome Home
Be part of The Heat Magazine Home Team

PLACE YOUR AD IN OUR NEW HOME TEAM SECTION  
TO BE PART OF OUR SPECIAL REALTORS GUIDE

Special discounts for law enforcement 
officers and their families

Space is limited

To reserve your spot, contact  
Deanna Hunter at 201-446-9369 
or dee@PBAHeatMagazine.com
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