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‌‌Introduction


For more than twenty years, I was a special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). I had the good fortune of working with and learning from some of the best special agents that the FBI had to offer, and I consider it an honor and a privilege to have served our country in such a capacity. During my career, I served in San Francisco and Miami, two large FBI field offices that provided me with many opportunities to be a part of multiple high-profile investigations. I led and participated in various types of investigations, such as organized crime, drug trafficking, public corruption, international terrorism, and domestic terrorism matters. The majority of my time with the FBI was spent in the Miami field office, from which I retired in 2018. No other investigation that I worked during my entire FBI career would ever match the level of intensity, excitement, suspense, and drama that I experienced during the time that I spent leading an undercover investigation known as “Paesan Blues” from October 2006 to March 2010. As is the case with most long-term FBI investigations, there were many high points, a few low points, many successes, and quite a few failures as well, which is why I feel this story is worth sharing. It is more than just an FBI agent’s account of an investigation that would make headlines in the United States as well as Italy. It is about overcoming adversity as, despite very low odds of success, this international Italian organized crime investigation, which involved many larger-than-life personalities on both sides of the issue, nevertheless proved successful in the end. The majority of this book is a behind-the-scenes look at an investigation that centered on Italian mafioso Roberto Settineri and his associates in Miami and Italy. High-profile celebrity attorney Scott Rothstein would also play an important role in the investigation as a result of Rothstein’s $1.2 billion Ponzi scheme in South Florida. Naturally, my own FBI colleagues, as well as personnel from the United States Attorney’s Office, also played key roles in the case, and were it not for the devoted efforts of those who worked the investigation alongside me, neither the investigation’s success nor this book would have been possible.

As the lead case agent in this investigation, I can attest to how the case began. I will explain how and why certain decisions were made and how the case developed into a large-scale, long-term undercover investigation. Most of the decisions that were made during the investigation were based on sound strategy and reason. At other times, however, circumstances and fate dictated the decision-making process and left us with few alternatives.

The pages that follow contain my version of events based on official and unofficial documents, public news accounts, and my own notes and personal recollections. I use pseudonyms for some of the individuals mentioned herein, as well as the undercover agents and informants who were part of this investigation. I slightly alter some of the descriptions, details, and circumstances of their participation for security reasons and to protect FBI sources and methods, which does not in any way change any of the pertinent facts or the outcome of the investigation.

Additionally, throughout the book I touch on some of the ways that I believe the FBI has changed over the last fifteen to twenty years. In my opinion, some of policies implemented by the FBI’s top brass during that period have not only changed the agency’s culture but also affected its overall effectiveness and likely impacted public perception as well. Many Americans, including many former FBI agents, believe that the FBI is a much different agency than it was just a few years ago. I share these observations in the hopes that they will elucidate how some of these changes may have indirectly led to some of the FBI’s investigative mishaps and public relations blunders in recent years. I do this carefully, fairly, and respectfully because I believe that most of the FBI policies discussed in this book were implemented in good faith. However, I do believe that the unintended consequences of some of these policies provide a starting point for an honest conversation to more closely examine and reassess the overall impact of some of these changes.

I would be remiss not to make it clear that my assessment of these policies is made from the perspective of an FBI special agent who worked investigations on the streets for many years in large and fast-paced FBI field offices. As I do not delve too deeply into the motives for these policy changes, I also refrain from discussing the politics that many believe may have undergirded some of these decisions. I will leave that for the political experts and the talking heads in the media. Besides, every FBI agent worth his salt knows that you should always remain apolitical in a public forum. What is paramount to me is to provide a street agent’s perspective and point of view regarding how these policy and culture changes may have impacted those of us who were once, or are still, out there working hard to protect our institutions and to keep the streets of this great country safe. I care deeply about the organization that was a part of my daily life for many years and want nothing more than for the FBI to continue to live up to its reputation as the best law enforcement agency in the world, as it has been widely known for so many years.
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‌‌‌‌‌Where Do I Begin?‌‌‌‌‌‌


“That case of yours sounds like something straight out of Hollywood, man,” Tony Montgomery said with a laugh. Knowing Tony as I did, I understood immediately what he meant. Tony, a fellow FBI special agent, was my good friend and a former partner with whom I had previously worked for several years while on a Miami FBI drug squad and later on a counterterrorism squad. Tony, tall and broad shouldered, was a no-nonsense former infantry officer from Alabama, who was now one of the best agents in the Miami FBI’s counterterrorism branch. I was currently assigned to the Miami FBI Organized Crime Squad, but we still stayed in touch, often meeting up to bounce ideas off of each other or share some of the challenges we faced in our respective investigations. At the time, I was in the development stage of a new and promising investigation, and I was filling Tony in on the details. Tony had always had a knack for developing high-profile investigations, so when he compared my new case to a Hollywood movie script, it was high praise. Tony was also saying that this new case of mine had the potential to be a splashy yet important case for the Miami FBI field office. I always appreciated and respected Tony’s input, but at the time the only response that I could muster was a sheepish laugh. I appreciated his display of confidence in the new case, but I hadn’t taken the time to think that far down the road. Tony was always ahead of the curve, and that was why he was a great FBI agent. Looking back at that moment, I see that it marked my first actual awareness that the new organized crime investigation that I had begun to develop just might turn into something big. Even so, I still really had no idea at that time just how right on the nose Tony’s prediction was.

As any FBI agent will tell you, the day-to-day work on the job often consists of myriad routine and monotonous administrative tasks, such as background checks, conducting database searches, and compiling 302 investigative reports. An FD-302 is the standard form that FBI agents use to summarize an investigative interview. Agents also draft electronic communications, which are known as ECs, to record all administrative actions in the investigation, including case summary reports and investigative briefing updates for supervisory personnel, FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ), the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and so on. Naturally, the Italian organized crime investigation that I would code-name “Paesan Blues” would also have its share of the mundane tasks that all investigations invariably do. The similarities with other investigations would end there, however, because there was nothing routine or boring about the investigation itself. In fact, Paesan Blues would be the most challenging, intense, rewarding, and yet frustrating investigation that I would ever work in my entire FBI career. It was, what we call in FBI parlance, my “career case,” meaning a defining or very successful investigation, resulting in an overall rewarding experience. As a result, my skills as an FBI case agent would develop and progress to another level during the period of the investigation.

At the same time, my work on Paesan Blues would also contain some of the worst and most demoralizing experiences of my FBI career. These latter types of experiences were in large part due to the cultural and policy shifts that were taking root within the walls of FBIHQ. Like most other FBI agents, I was not then fully aware of the impact that those changing winds would have or of the fact that organizational changes commensurate with this cultural shift would centralize more authority and control over all FBI field operations. How could we have known, at that time, that these changes would ultimately hamstring the field agents, the folks on the ground, thereby affecting the quality and thoroughness of FBI investigations from coast to coast? We were too distracted and busy working our investigations, doing our jobs, and fulfilling our sworn constitutional obligations to fight crime and keep America safe.

The investigation began in 2006, soon after I transferred to the Miami FBI Organized Crime Squad. I had previously been assigned to a counterterrorism squad and had just completed a three-year undercover investigation. Because the specifics of that case are classified, I am not at liberty to share any of the details of that investigation. The more salient point, however, is that, luckily, the case afforded me the opportunity to develop my investigative skills and gain valuable experience in conducting, leading, and managing a complex terrorism investigation. As the case agent, I was responsible for handling all aspects of the investigation, to include managing the informant, guiding co–case agents, obtaining supervisor approvals, and documenting all activities performed in the case. In FBI undercover investigations, there are additional hurdles and responsibilities that require a higher level of FBI supervisory approval than one would normally encounter in a standard criminal investigation. The case agent has the added responsibility of locating and selecting the right undercover agents, developing and implementing an undercover scenario, and then managing and monitoring the undercover agents’ execution of and progress with the established plans of that scenario. Any FBI case agent who has ever led an undercover investigation will tell you that it is one of the most difficult and mentally taxing experiences of their FBI career. It can also be tremendously rewarding, even the highlight of your career, if luck and circumstances are on your side—that is, if your investigation is successful and if the right people are involved. I was fortunate in that the agents involved with me on that terrorism investigation early in my career were truly top-notch: people like Don Oswald, who was the supervisory special agent (SSA) of my squad; co–case agent Gary Moore, an FBI legend if there ever was one; and the incomparable Joaquin “Jack” Garcia, who was the undercover in that case and is widely recognized as one of the best undercover agents in the FBI’s recent history. The knowledge and experience that I gained from working with such mentors at that point in my career were instrumental in shaping my development as an agent and established invaluable skills that would ultimately serve me well for the continuation of my FBI career.

After the terrorism investigation ended, I was ready for a change. I decided to request a transfer back to the Miami FBI Organized Crime Squad, where I had previously worked earlier in my career, as I was eager to get back to working criminal investigations. Over the years, I had developed a knack for finding some very good organized crime/criminal informants, which ultimately resulted in some early investigative success for me on that side of the house. When the terrorist acts of September 11, 2001, occurred, I, like many other agents, was transferred by FBI management to beef up the FBI’s terrorism squads in furtherance of the nation’s new and enhanced counterterrorism directive. Many people may not realize how involved Miami was, after the New York and Washington, DC,‌‌‌‌‌ field offices, with investigating the 9/11 hijackers. More than a dozen of the nineteen hijackers had ties to South Florida, and I, along with many other Miami FBI agents, spent many weeks running down leads and conducting interviews with associates, neighbors, landlords, and other folks who’d had relationships with them before that fateful day. Like many of us working in the FBI at the time, we were bound and determined not to let a similar attack occur on our watch again, and I was proud and honored to do my part in service to the FBI’s counterterrorism directives. By 2006, the FBI had a well-established counterterrorism mission and had addressed its staffing needs in furtherance of those objectives, which made my transfer back to the criminal branch possible. I was, in essence, being rewarded by Miami management in being allowed to return to the Organized Crime Squad to work the type of investigations that I enjoyed working the most. I had no way of knowing at that time, however, that this would become a pivotal transition that would impact the rest of my FBI career.
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Getting There


“I’ll give you $2,500 for the lot, not a penny more.” I was in a baseball card shop in San Antonio, Texas, and I was negotiating the sale of thousands of vintage baseball cards that I had collected during my childhood years. I was serving in the U.S. Air Force at nearby Randolph Air Force Base at the time, and I needed money. The cards were worth a lot more, and I knew it. This was 1985, before the new GI Bill came into effect. Back then, enlisted personnel were required to contribute to the military educational assistance program in order to be eligible to receive financial help from the military for college. I therefore needed to contribute $2,700 to be eligible for $8,100 in funding for college. I had served almost two years on active duty with the air force and had two more years to go on my active-duty commitment. However, I had just been awarded an early discharge to go to college full-time, which naturally came with a catch: I would have to complete four years in the air force reserve in return for my early discharge. At that time, the air force had too many active-duty personnel and not enough reserve members, so the timing was perfect for me, because I really wanted to go to college full-time. I was very lucky to receive the early discharge, but I needed all of the college money that I could get. “OK, I’ll give you the $2,700. But that’s it,” the man at the card shop said. I wanted to attend college, and that was all I needed to get there.

I grew up in a very small town in southern Ohio by the name of South Salem, which is nineteen miles from Chillicothe, the county seat. I am very proud of being from the Buckeye State, and I have always embraced my rural southern Ohio roots. I came from a lower-middle-class family and an area predominately inhabited by farmers and blue-collar families. Most of the families in that part of the country, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, when I grew up, were rich in their belief in traditional American values. Like many families who hail from the Midwest or the southern United States, my parents and grandparents paved the way and led by example, instilling a strong work ethic in me and my two brothers. Both of my parents worked very hard to support our family, and they made sure that we had everything we needed. I was more focused on sports, as a lot of boys are wont to be, and was not especially driven in my schoolwork. As a result, my grade school and high school years ended on a mediocre note. I was a moderate baseball prospect in high school but not good enough for a scholarship, especially given my academic record. If I wanted to go to college, I would have to pay for it myself.

Having no money and not wanting to incur any loans, I decided to enlist in the U.S. Air Force after high school graduation. That crucial decision early in my life would change everything for me, and were it not for that choice, I would not be where I am today. The military instilled discipline in me and gave me an understanding of the meaning of duty and the value of hard work. It also provided me with an opportunity to go to college, for which I would be better prepared as a twenty-year-old military veteran. I would soon find college to be less difficult than I imagined, likely a result of the increased maturity that one develops from military service.

Were it not for my military experience, I likely would never have become an FBI agent—such a career would have been beyond my wildest dreams. It was actually my college guidance counselor who first broached the subject with me and asked if I had ever considered a career with the FBI. When I expressed interest, she immediately called the FBI recruiter in Cincinnati, who spoke with me over the phone for about forty-five minutes. We had a great conversation and the agent said to me, “You’re exactly what we’re looking for: a college athlete, former military police officer, accountant, etc. By the way, what’s your vision like?” I hesitated a bit and told him that it was pretty bad, somewhere in the range of 20/400 without my contact lenses. “Oh,” he said dejectedly. “No, the FBI will never take you then. Sorry.” Well, that was the end of that, I thought. However, I would later come to realize that with God all things are possible.

After college, with a BS in accounting fresh in hand, I landed a very nice job as an auditor for the state of Ohio. It was an honorable and reasonably well-paying job, but I was young and ambitious, and I still possessed a yearning to do more with my life. Although I had previously been discouraged from attempting to become a special agent with the FBI, in 1997 I learned that the agency was hiring again. I decided to try my luck anyway, but this time I called the applicant coordinator directly to confirm the vision requirements. When I explained what I had been previously told, the agent asked me, “Is your corrected vision 20/20?” I responded in the affirmative, stating, “Well, actually it’s more like 20/15 when I wear my contacts.” Without hesitation he replied, “Oh yeah, they’ll take you then.” When I applied, I knew that my résumé would only get my foot in the door and that the process would be grueling and stressful. There would be interviews, testing, and screening to get through, not to mention the competition with many other quality applicants for the position of special agent.

After I had passed the lengthy written test and the required medical examination phases, I received a letter announcing that I had advanced to the final phase of the application process, which was a formal panel interview. I was both excited and nervous when I arrived in my Sunday suit at the interview site in Cleveland. My confidence was quickly crushed not long after I arrived at the hotel where the interviews of approximately eighty applicants would occur. The letter that I had originally received from the FBI had advised me to arrive at 8:15 a.m. When I reported to the prescribed hotel room at 8:05 a.m., I looked around and counted forty other very impressive applicants in the room. At exactly at 8:15 a.m., a tall man in a very nice suit entered the room and immediately began to read off the roll call. My mind started to wander as he read off the names, and most of my thoughts were reminders to myself about proper interview protocol. Suddenly, I was snapped out of my daydreaming. The man in the nice suit was asking if there was anyone whose name had not been called. Of all the new applicants in the room, I was the only one who raised my hand. After stating my name and declaring that my name had not been called, the man frowned and looked down at his list. After a few seconds, the man looked up and said, “Mr. Hester, this is the morning session of candidate applicants. You are assigned to the afternoon session that begins at 1:00 p.m. You are dismissed, come back later at that time.” By this time, all eyes in the room had shifted to me, and I quickly left the room. That’s it for me; I’m finished, I thought. Was this some kind of test that I had obviously failed? How could I expect to be hired by the FBI if I couldn’t even follow simple instructions?

I raced back to my room to review the original FBI letter that I had received for the scheduled interviews. How could I have misread my reporting time? I looked at the letter again, and just as I thought, it clearly stated that I was to report at 8:15 a.m. After initially being embarrassed and confused, I was now also a little annoyed. What was going on? My letter confirmed that the error was not mine, but was I the only one who knew that? Did it matter? Was I supposed to say something or just let it go?

I reported back at 1:00 p.m. and completed the interview without any further incidents. No one ever mentioned the reporting time misunderstanding again, and I certainly wasn’t going to bring it up. When I left Cleveland that evening, I had little hope of being hired by the FBI. I thought I had done pretty well in the panel interview, but after the morning incident, I wasn’t sure of anything. Three weeks later, I received an official letter from the FBI. Much to my surprise, the letter announced that I had been selected for New Agents Class 98–03 and that my report date to Quantico, Virginia, was December 7, 1997. The letter gave a reporting time of 6:00 p.m. I called to confirm, just in case.

After Quantico, I was assigned to the FBI’s San Francisco field office. I had lived in San Antonio, Texas, for two years while on active duty with the air force but had spent most of my life in Ohio, so moving to San Francisco was somewhat of a culture shock for me. The biggest shock of all, however, was the cost of living, which was, and still is, the highest in the country. Nonetheless, it was a large metropolitan area, so the work was great, and I had the good fortune of learning from several really smart and experienced FBI agents. One in particular who really influenced my early development as an FBI agent was C. Carl Chandler. Carl and I worked a public corruption investigation together during my time in the San Francisco office. He was very patient and seemed to enjoy sharing the tricks of the trade, and he set a great example for a green FBI agent right out of the FBI Academy. If you had never met an FBI agent before, Carl was exactly what you would expect. He always wore a nice suit; he was meticulously “by the book” and knew the book inside and out. He always reminded me of Joe Friday from the old Dragnet TV series. “Just the facts, ma’am.” I learned a lot from Carl, and for that I am grateful.

One of the first high-profile investigations that I was assigned to while in the San Francisco office was a parental kidnapping case. One afternoon, a divorced father picked up his five-year-old daughter for a scheduled visitation from the home of his ex-wife. The divorce had been very contentious, and needless to say the former couple did not get along very well. Just as he had done many times before, the father, Ron, picked up the daughter, Tiffany, for a weekend visit, but this time he did not return her to Shirly, the mother, at the appointed hour. By the time I received the case, Ron and Tiffany had been missing for a more than twenty-four hours. I quickly went out and conducted interviews of Shirly and several other individuals who were close to or worked with Ron. I also tried to identify anyone who might have knowledge of where Ron could have fled with his daughter. The only solid information that I gathered was that Ron had forged a quitclaim deed in order to sell a house that he co-owned with Shirly. In the divorce settlement, it was agreed that Ron could live in the couple’s home for three years after the divorce, and after that third year the house would be sold and the proceeds evenly split between Ron and Shirly. That date was coming soon, but Ron had other ideas: he forged the deed, sold the home Shirly legally co-owned, and kept all of the proceeds for himself. With the money from that sale now in his pocket, Ron waited until his scheduled visitation period with his daughter to flee the state of California with Tiffany and his new girlfriend in tow.

Within a few weeks, I hit a dead end. I was working hard on the case but had no solid leads on the whereabouts of Ron and Tiffany. Shirly, who was understandably very upset from the beginning, started to become impatient. She would call me every day, and after about two weeks of unsuccessful interviews, leads, or tips, Shirly became angry over the lack of progress. A few months into the investigation, I had a solid tip that Ron, Tiffany, and the girlfriend had been spotted in Murfreesboro, Tennessee. By the time we had a chance to act on the tip, they had already fled the apartment complex where they had been living. Since Ron had crossed state lines while kidnapping Tiffany, his arrest warrants now included a charge for unlawful flight to avoid prosecution, popularly known as “UFAP.” Thus, in addition to a kidnapping charge, Ron was a now also a federal fugitive.

After we had just missed Ron and Tiffany in Tennessee, Shirly began to call me multiple times a day. She scolded me and the FBI for being too late in Murfreesboro and demanded to know what I was doing at that moment to find her daughter. Shirly was often dissatisfied with my answers and soon became quite difficult to speak to or reason with. She routinely challenged or quizzed me on the investigative strategy of the investigation and at times demanded that another agent with more experience be assigned to the case. Sometimes she would simply threaten to call my boss and tell him that I was not doing a very good job of finding her daughter. This went on for a few more weeks, and I, too, was feeling the stress. Like Shirly, I was concerned for the girl’s welfare and safety, and as a new agent I was additionally very anxious to prove myself in this very important investigation.

One early morning while I was sitting at my desk and brainstorming about what to do next, I received a telephone call. When I answered, an operator announced, “Lana is calling collect. Will you accept the charges?” Lana was Ron’s girlfriend. I quickly accepted, and when Lana came on the line, she seemed very nervous. With her voice cracking, Lana informed me that she had originally agreed to leave California and run away with Ron and Tiffany. Over the past several months they had stayed in several different places to avoid detection and capture. Recently, she and Ron had not been getting along well. She was tired, and she no longer wanted to be on the run. She wanted to go home. Lana had confronted Ron and told him that she wanted to return to California, only to be refused. Now she was angry and realized that there was only one thing left to do, which was the reason for the phone call. They were all having breakfast at a McDonalds, and she had told Ron that she needed to go to the restroom. Instead, Lana went outside to a payphone, which is where she was calling me from at that moment.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Salina, Kansas,” she replied. “You better hurry. He won’t be here long.” She continued, “I am not staying with him any longer. I’m not going back to him. After this call I will not know where he is any longer, and I will not be able to help you.” Once off of the phone with Lana, I pulled out my phone directory. I knew that we had a resident agency (RA) in Salina, but I also knew that it was staffed by only one FBI agent. This was 1999, well before everyone carried a cell phone. What are the odds of catching an agent who works in a one-man RA at the office? I thought. No one is going to answer the phone, so I’ll have to leave a message, and by the time he calls me back, Ron and Tiffany will be long gone. The phone rang several times, and I was thinking about what I should do next as I waited for the voicemail greeting to kick in.

“Salina RA, Agent Williams, how can I help you?” The voice on the other end startled me. Gaining my composure, I identified myself and gave Agent Williams a quick briefing on the situation.

“That McDonald’s is only a few blocks from here. Fax me a copy of the arrest warrant, and I’ll go over there and get him and the girl right now,” he said. Not believing my luck, I hung up the phone and immediately faxed over the arrest warrant to Agent Williams. Within less than thirty minutes, I received a call.

“I got him and the girl,” Agent Williams told me. “They were just getting ready to walk out of McDonald’s. Good thing you called me when you did.”

We had caught Ron, and he was now in jail. Tiffany had been turned over to the local child protection services. I immediately called Shirly and broke the good news to her. I also told her that she needed to get on a flight to Kansas right away to pick up her daughter and gave her the address and contact information of the child services agency.

All she managed to say to me on the phone that day was, “OK, I will arrange to go now.” She must be extremely excited or in shock, I thought, and she’ll probably call me back to express some semblance of gratitude, or at least relief, when she and Tiffany have returned home. She never did. I never spoke to Shirly again, and I never even got a chance to meet Tiffany. I was just glad that the case was over and that the girl was safely back at her home. I smiled wryly and moved on, recalling the words of Mother Teresa: “We the willing, led by the unknowing, are doing the impossible for the ungrateful. We have done so much, with so little, for so long, we are now qualified to do anything with nothing.”

Not long after that, my time working in San Francisco would come to an end. I would soon be transferred to the East Coast to another big city, Miami. I had never even set foot in Miami before the transfer, and like most people, I knew only that it had warm weather, beautiful palm trees, and great beaches. I would soon learn that Miami has all of that and much more, including wonderful restaurants, art galleries, and nightclubs, punctuated by an international flair that makes the city unique and truly interesting. For decades, the Cuban American community has contributed significantly to the political and cultural fabric of the greater Miami area, and as a result, the neighborhood known as Little Havana near downtown transcends this vibrant city.

For the FBI, the Miami division area of responsibility also includes Broward County and the city of Fort Lauderdale, as well as Palm Beach County and the city of West Palm Beach, all of which is also known as South Florida. To be clear, the Miami Division actually encompasses Fort Pierce, Florida, and stretches down the East Coast all the way to Key West. Approximately nine million people reside within the metropolitan area, and as with other large cities, containing crime within it is a struggle. For an FBI agent, the area offers a smorgasbord of criminal activity that promises to keep you busy and fully engaged for the entire duration of your career. From drug trafficking to organized crime, public corruption, and every type of financial fraud known to mankind, South Florida has it all. In addition to Miami being a great and unique city with excellent work opportunities, I was excited about my transfer there for another reason: simple economics and quality of life. When I arrived in South Florida in 2000, the cost of living was considered to be moderate for such a large metropolitan area. Keep in mind that I had just transferred from San Francisco, which had the highest housing costs in the country. After living in such a high-priced area, now being in a much more affordable place was a great relief.

Even with all of the positive considerations that the transfer to Miami promised, it would still entail a change, a transition, and new coworkers. I was excited about the opportunity, but I couldn’t help but wonder what the Magic City had in store for me.
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Making a Case, Miami Style


A few years later, I found myself comfortably settled in Miami, and I already had several quality investigations under my belt. I was now looking forward to my new assignment, and I would hit the ground running. I had been back on the Miami Organized Crime Squad for barely two weeks when the Italian National Police (INP) notified the Miami FBI that a well-known Sicilian mafioso, Roberto Settineri, was living and operating in the greater Miami area. My boss, Joe Cicini, who was then the supervisory special agent (SSA) of the Miami Organized Crime Squad, assigned the INP lead to me. Joe, who was of Italian descent and even spoke the language, had been a very successful organized crime agent before taking over as the boss of the Miami Organized Crime Squad. He was an old-fashioned street guy and an SSA who had earned his stripes. Joe had actually been a street agent for many years and had reluctantly agreed to accept the SSA position after the previous holder had been forced out due to a new FBI “up or out” policy. More on that later.

At that time, and in preceding years, most of the best FBI agents did not want to become SSAs. Most FBI agents realized that the best job in the FBI was as a GS-13 field agent, leading actual FBI investigations. We were lucky to have someone like Joe: he was a great boss to work for because he had a lot of experience as a street agent and as an SSA. Joe wouldn’t micromanage your work, but he always either had an answer or knew where to find one when you needed help with your investigation. On a lighter note, Joe bore an uncanny resemblance to former Major League Baseball player Joe Girardi, who was manager of our local Major League Baseball team, the Miami Marlins. In public Joe was often mistaken for him. Joe also had many contacts in the law enforcement world, including a great relationship with the INP, which I inherited by default and which would prove very helpful to me for the next several years.

From the very beginning, the INP advised Joe and me that this was no ordinary lead and that Settineri was a high-priority Italian mafioso who had been on the radar of the INP and the Italian authorities for several years. To prove their point, the INP immediately presented us with substantial documentation, intelligence, and information showing that Settineri had many connections to the highest levels of organized crime groups in all of Italy. According to the INP, Settineri was born in Sicily and still maintained many personal as well as business relationships there and in all of Italy. Currently, the INP advised, Settineri was purporting to be a “businessman” and wine distributor, living right under our noses in Miami Beach, often traveling from Florida to Italy and New York to conduct his “business.”

The INP began to provide troves of intelligence and documents to me in Miami, and from that information I was able to confirm Settineri’s ties to the Santa Maria de Gesu, a Palermo, Sicily–based mafia organization. Roberto D’Annunzio, who would be my main INP point of contact throughout the investigation, would continue to provide me with detailed documentation, analysis, phone records, and surveillance reports of Settineri’s criminal associations in Sicily and elsewhere in Italy. D’Annunzio, with whom I would develop a very close working relationship over the course of the investigation, let me know from the very beginning, and in no uncertain terms, that he, the INP, and the Italian government were willing and eager to assist any way necessary with FBI Miami’s Settineri investigation. The Italians had proved true to their word with their assistance thus far, and it was reassuring to me that I had them on my team. However, even if it were true that Settineri was now living and operating in the United States, I still had a long way to go in order to determine if his activities would rise to a level that would justify initiating an FBI investigation.

I still had to do the necessary leg work on my end, so I began the daunting task of reviewing all of the telephone intercepts of conversations provided to me by the INP. I knew from experience that most sophisticated mafia members did not talk openly on the phone about their criminal exploits, but it was an advantage nonetheless to have recorded phone calls of Settineri, who was now only a potential subject of an FBI investigation. The INP call intercepts that I had received from the INP were conversations between Settineri and some of his mafia associates, legally recorded over the years by the INP while Settineri was either physically located in Italy or while he was in the United States and calling associates back in Italy. For federal law enforcement agents in the United States, Fourth Amendment restrictions require that you cross a very high hurdle in order to obtain the necessary approvals to intercept phone conversations of American citizens. In Italy and for Italian law enforcement officials, the laws are much less restrictive. Therefore, it is much easier for the INP to obtain authorization to record telephone conversations of individuals in Italy suspected of participating in criminal activity.

In any investigation, listening to and reviewing the phone conversations of subjects can be very tedious and time-consuming work. However, it is necessary, as it can provide you with valuable information and pertinent details about your subjects in order to determine if any criminal activity has occurred. Recorded phone conversations can also tell you many things about the personalities of the participants, such as who are the alpha dogs, or the leaders of the group. You can learn a lot from simply listening to how they talk to one another and how they conduct their business as an organization.

After initially listening in on a series of conversations, I understood clearly that Settineri was an alpha dog. For example, in one conversation Settineri told an associate that he enjoyed making his peers, who were high-level mafia associates, “pee their pants” when he was around. The friend then laughed and acknowledged that the high-level associates were afraid of Settineri. This was consistent with some of the source reporting that the INP had briefed me on from the start. According to the INP, when Settineri had gotten his start in the Sicilian mafia world many years before, he had been an “enforcer” for the Italian mafia. An enforcer is someone who beats people up, or worse, at the order of the mafia bosses. In the mafia world, this is necessary to establish and maintain discipline and allegiance to the mafia bosses and to their strict code of conduct. Settineri had obviously moved up the ranks since those days and apparently had the brains and cunning in addition to the brawn.

Another particular conversation would also catch my attention, revealing something much more important and just what I had been looking for. It came from an exchange between Settineri and Mario Miceli, the son of a known Sicilian mafia member, Salvatore Miceli. In the call, Settineri asked Mario if he knew of anyone who would be interested in purchasing a load of ecstasy pills from Settineri so that he could pay off a debt owed to Colombian drug dealers. Settineri discreetly revealed that an associate of his had been kidnaped and the debt was owed due to a drug deal that had apparently gone bad. The INP believed that the kidnapped associate was none other than Salvatore Miceli, whom they knew to be in Colombia at that time. At the time of the intercept, in 2002, Salvatore was an Italian fugitive convicted of drug trafficking by the Italian authorities and considered one of Europe’s top five drug traffickers.

Many other phone conversations were provided by the INP, including several with Settineri speaking about various details of mafia-related “business” with known Sicilian mafia associates Carmelo Meola, Roberto Russo, and Fabio Porcelli. In one of the conversations Settineri angrily stated that he would “get rid of people” who had crossed him. All of these calls were very helpful in painting a clear picture of Settineri as an Italian gangster involved in criminal activity in Italy, just as the INP had advised. This was all great intelligence and information, but I would also need some “probable cause” that Settineri was currently participating in criminal activity in the United States before I could commit FBI time and resources to what would likely be a long-term investigation.

Because I was newly transferred to the Miami Organized Crime Squad, I did not have a work partner at the time. This was initially not a problem, because I was only conducting the preliminary work necessary to determine if we were justified in initiating an FBI investigation. The preliminary process would likely take several weeks to complete. However, if everything panned out as expected, then I would need some help if and when I began a full field investigation into Settineri. At that point, I realized that it might be a good idea to become better acquainted with the members of my new squad, just to see who might be available to work with me if the investigation progressed to that point. Although I was working solo in the beginning, it didn’t take long for me to confirm that Settineri was living in Miami. In fact, he was residing in an upscale condominium in the trendy area of Brickell Key near downtown Miami.

This was a routine step, so I now moved on to the most important part of the FBI preliminary investigative requirements: the development and articulation of probable cause to initiate an FBI investigation. Though the generic term “probable cause” is used, in actuality, the standard for opening an investigation is “reasonable suspicion,” meaning that you believe that the target of the investigation is involved in criminal activity in the United States. There are various ways to determine if you have a reasonable suspicion to initiate an investigation. The first and most obvious is when you have one or more reliable informants providing credible information (or actual evidence) that the subject is participating in or committing some type of criminal activity. I did not have this yet, so I would now resort to other means to flush out that information, if it existed.

As I stated earlier, I wanted a little more reasonable suspicion that Settineri was persisting in his mafia ways in the United States. Was Settineri associated with or involved with other known criminals in the United States? To try and answer that question, I initiated a records search within the FBI database. During an initial FBI database search, you are looking to see if there is already an open FBI investigation into your bad guy, or if your guy is mentioned, or “referenced,” in another FBI investigation. This can also be valuable information, confirming that you are on the right track. Where there is smoke, there is fire, as the saying goes. If your guy is referenced in another case, you now know the names of other suspected criminals that he associates with. In addition, the FBI database can also provide you with the telephone activity of the subjects of your investigation. So if your guy has had telephone contact with other individuals whose phone numbers have been listed in any FBI investigation, you are able to retrieve that information. However, these phone “toll records,” as they are called, only provide the names, dates, times, and frequencies associated with such calls. They are not actual recordings of any phone conversations. Despite the limited scope of information, a search for phone records from the FBI database can provide very useful information that not only develops your probable cause but can also help steer your investigation.

After inserting Settineri’s phone number in the FBI database to see who was on his call list, I was astounded at the results. As I suspected, the majority of Settineri’s phone calls were to or from people in the greater Miami area, New York, and Italy. The INP had shown me their intelligence information that Settineri was a big player in the mafia criminal world. Now I finally had mine. The phone records from the FBI database confirmed that Settineri had a consistent and long history of telephone contact with dozens of some of the best-known and highest-level suspected Italian organized crime members in South Florida and New York.

Settineri was in frequent telephonic contact with people like Bobby Erra, Frankie “The Hat” D’Stefano, and Jackie “The Nose” D’Amico, to name a few. Bobby Erra was the well-known mobster son of Pasquale “Patsy” Erra, once a mid-level boss of the Genovese crime family. Bobby, however, would go on to make a name for himself in the criminal world. Eccentric as well as intelligent, he became a well-known mobster with a short temper. He was also a known associate of Miami drug trafficker Alberto San Pedro, who some say is the real-life figure on which Al Pacino’s Scarface character was based. Bobby was also multitalented, known to be a scratch golfer as well as a world-class fisherman. Bobby Erra and San Pedro were arrested in the early 1990s for drug trafficking and money laundering, among other charges. Erra had been released from prison in 1998 and was currently living in Miami Shores, Florida. Now he was on speed dial with Settineri.

Frankie “The Hat” D’Stefano was an aging mobster who had previously been a “made” guy in the Gambino family in New York. I would later learn that word on the street was that he had been shelved by the Gambino family. A “made” guy in the mafia means that you are a respected member with an elevated status and have the full backing of the mafia family. To be “shelved” means that you have been removed from your previous status and put in time-out, for whatever reason. Apparently, Frankie was now in Miami and working with Settineri, likely trying to regain some of his lost status with the Gambino family.

Last but not least, Jackie “The Nose” D’Amico, also a well-known made guy, was now believed to be the acting boss of the Gambino family. D’Amico had worked previously worked under John Gotti, and now he had some type of connection with Settineri. With the extraordinary results of the telephone record search, I had obviously established more than enough to initiate an active FBI Italian organized crime investigation.

Interestingly enough, when I continued the search within the FBI databases for any connections to any active FBI investigations, there were few positive results, just some minor references to Settineri from previous Miami FBI cases. These references (meaning someone had simply mentioned Settineri’s name) were of no help because they did not provide anything useful to follow up on. This was not a problem, however, because the phone records had given me more than enough to obtain authorization to open an investigation into the activities of Settineri. The existence of those few reference hits did, however, tell me that I possibly had a known and significant mafioso operating in Miami virtually undetected by the Miami FBI.

My database search on Settineri had not been fruitful, but I knew that this did not necessarily mean that Settineri was unknown to the New York FBI. At the time, it was well known that New York organized crime agents did not upload any investigative information into the FBI databases until their investigations were complete. I had always known that the New York FBI often did things a little differently than the rest of the FBI offices, but an official reason was never given for this tactic. However, a former New York agent who later transferred to Miami let me in on their little secret. He told me that the New York FBI organized crime squads (New York had several) were very competitive with one another and often felt the need to carefully guard the contents of their investigations. Delaying the uploading of any information until after an investigation was complete would prevent other New York agents from scouring the case files and pilfering new targets from each other’s investigations.

I’m not sure if that was actually the real reason, but I did know that they were very sensitive about the content of their investigations, so if I expected to find out anything about Settineri’s involvement in any New York investigations, I would have to call someone in New York directly. Obviously that would still not guarantee that I would get any information from them, but I needed to do my due diligence. Frankly, I didn’t care that much how New York conducted their business. I just wanted to know if they had anything useful to share about Settineri. C’mon, New York had to know who he was—Settineri had been in contact with Jackie “The Nose”!

Sensing that I was really on to something big, I wanted to learn everything there was to know about Settineri. Was Settineri on the radar of any of FBI New York’s organized crime squads? If he was known by New York, could I squeeze anything out of them that would possibly help me in my investigation? There was only one way to find out, so I reached out to a New York agent who was known to work in the organized crime branch. I ran Settineri’s name by him, but the New York agent initially claimed not to recognize it. He said that he would check around with some other New York agents and then get back to me. I had expected this and figured I would never hear from New York again.

A few days later, however, I received a call from another New York agent, Bernardo Curra. Bernardo advised me that FBI New York did know Settineri but did not have an open investigation on him. This was good news for me because it meant that the Settineri case was all mine. Bernardo then gave me more good news: FBI New York confirmed that Settineri was friendly with several high-level New York members of La Cosa Nostra (LCN), the “American mafia.” In the following days, Bernardo sent me a lot of valuable information involving Settineri reference hits in New York investigations. This basically provided the documentation that backed up what Bernardo had already told me: that Settineri had multiple contacts with known New York mobsters.

The information from New York was a gold mine and, in my view, quickly solidified Settineri’s status as a high-level and established player in the Italian mafia world. One highlight of the information from FBI New York was that New York Gambino consigliere Joseph Corozzo and Gambino boss Jackie “The Nose” D’Amico both knew Settineri. New York had information that not only confirmed the relationship but also indicated that D’Amico was not pleased with how Settineri was dealing drugs in New York and Miami. This confirmed that Settineri was connected not only to Italian organized crime groups but to the Gambino family, one of five LCN families historically operating in New York, along with the Lucchese, Genovese, Bonanno, and Colombo families. This was bombshell-level information. We now had credible information on Settineri’s involvement with specific criminal activity not only in Italy but now in the United States as well—not to mention the high-level circles that Settineri seemed to operate within.

With all of this intelligence and information, I quickly opened a full field investigation into Settineri and his criminal associates. Once my SSA and FBI Headquarters saw the very impressive Settineri case-opening electronic communication, the scrutiny from my supervisors and FBIHQ began. I had no way of knowing at the time that the scrutiny would go on for more than three years.
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To Catch a Fish


The authorizations to begin an FBI investigation obtained, now came the difficult part: developing the investigative plan and how I should proceed. More than anything I needed an informant working with me in the investigation. An FBI investigation can begin or develop in a variety of ways, and the Settineri investigation was getting started in one of the most difficult.

I would always advise new agents I worked with or was training that the ideal way is to start an investigation by first having a quality informant. A good informant can bring you information regarding the activities of a known “bad guy,” and with that information, you can develop an investigation from the ground up. When this bad guy becomes the subject of an investigation, you now have someone who has access to your subject and is in a position to continue to tell you everything that he knows or learns about him. This will provide the necessary insight to develop an ongoing investigative strategy. I often told new agents who were trying to find or start an investigation, “Any agent can find a bad guy out there who needs to be investigated. The hard part is finding someone who is already close to your bad guy,” meaning an informant who can provide current and reliable information. I would explain the importance of finding and developing a good informant first, as, more often than not, that informant would be able find bad guys for you. From there, you could find the basis to initiate a quality investigation.

Yet here I was, breaking my own rule and doing things the hard way. Even I knew, however, that there were always exceptions to any rule. And that exception was Roberto Settineri. He was a big fish who was worth the effort, and it was clear that I was going to have to go about it the hard way. There was no other way.

I needed an informant, and my Miami Organized Crime Squad mates were the first place to start. I wanted to see if any reliable and vetted informants already being operated on the squad might be a good fit for the Settineri investigation. I knew that my attempt was a long shot because good informants are hard to find. Besides, good informants are usually fully occupied with other investigations. Agents are also understandably quite protective of their informants, and as expected, my attempt proved unsuccessful. I quickly moved on to other ideas.

Years before, I had developed and worked with several reliable organized crime informants in the Miami Beach area. Since I had been away for a while working on the terrorism squad, I hadn’t spoken with these old informants in quite some time. In the FBI, an informant is also often referred to as a “source,” and both terms are used interchangeably. Since I now knew that I would have to do things the “hard way,” it was time to hit the streets and visit some of these old sources. Would any of them fit into my new investigation? Did they have the ability to operate at the same level as the cunning and calculating Settineri? Did they even want to? More important than just having a source is having the right source who fits the profile when operating in your investigation. I had developed good working relationships with these sources over the years, and I looked forward to seeing them again. Because I hadn’t seen them for a while, I knew that I would need to take a little extra time to get caught up with the details of their personal lives, their families, and their jobs or businesses. Just like friends or work associates, sources are people too, and it is important that you show them that you truly respect and care for them. As a result, it would take several days to make contact with each of my old Miami Beach sources and then to schedule and conduct the individual meetings.

Finding and developing the right source for your investigation is the first step in establishing a sound and effective strategy for any FBI investigative plan. That development requires that the handling agent exhibit great patience, advanced social skills, and the ability to relate to all types of people. One day I may be trying to gain the confidence of an informant who is a janitor, and the next day I can be sitting before the CEO of a Fortune 500 company trying to do the same thing. A successful agent should be able to seamlessly transition and relate well with either type, regardless of the level of sophistication of the informant. This can be more difficult than it sounds. Although you are trying to develop rapport with someone and gain their confidence, you must take care to be sincere in your efforts without getting “too close” to the informant. You must not convey the impression of trying to establish a personal friendship, because your relationship with the informant must be strictly professional in nature. Because of that, it can oftentimes be very difficult to develop the relationship, because some informants may not trust the agent if he is always “buttoned up.” It can often be quite the balancing act. Keep in mind, you are recruiting this person as a source. You are asking them to assist the FBI and to work covertly against a known or suspected criminal element. That requires them to develop a relationship with the criminal, then deceive that person in a manner that may lead to a jail sentence for the subject. That is asking a lot of someone, and in return they just want to be able to trust you, the agent. You must convince them that you have their best interests in mind and that you are concerned for their safety and welfare. Yet you cannot even socialize with the informant outside work-related situations, because the agent must not put himself in a potentially compromising position with the informant. This can often seem confusing or even be disappointing to the informant. Those are the FBI rules, and there are very good reasons for maintaining that type of discipline. Because it is a business relationship, establishing that bright line of separation between you and the informant is necessary. It can take great patience and an even-keeled temperament to be an effective source handler. However, developing and applying those skills as an agent can often make for a very successful and effective investigation.

During the initial meetings with each of my old sources, the first thing I did was show them a photo of Settineri. They all recognized him, claiming to have seen him around town at one time or another, but only one of them had actually met him before. That at least one of them would know him came as no surprise. At that time, South Beach could often seem like a small community. For average folk or tourists, much of the appeal was simply watching the celebrities, models, and various high-profile figures traipsing up and down Lincoln Road, a ritzy pedestrian walkway in the heart of South Beach. Settineri certainly was a high-profile figure, and he spent a lot of time on Lincoln Road.

For the next several weeks, I spent many hours meeting with a Miami businessman, whom I will call “Leo” in order to protect his identity. Leo was very bright and articulate, and he had provided assistance to me a few times over the years in previous investigations. Thoroughly vetted and proven as an FBI informant, he was reliable and adept at following instructions. Leo was in his early forties, of average height with thick, dark, and perfectly groomed hair. Always quick with a welcoming smile, he was also very gregarious, which made him the ideal source for the FBI. But at first glance, he was just like thousands of other middle-aged businessmen you would see every day on the streets of Miami or Miami Beach. Leo was a second-generation Cuban American, and he was very proud and grateful to be an American. And as a way to express his gratitude, he served his country by assisting the FBI when he could.

Despite the positive attributes, I was still a little skeptical as to how helpful Leo was actually going to be. This was no reflection of Leo’s capabilities; I just knew that Italian mafia members were naturally distrusting and very difficult to penetrate. Also, Leo wasn’t a longtime associate of Settineri’s, having spoken to him only a few times around town. But at this point Leo was all I had, and I would start out by trying to come up with a few ways for Leo to appear on the radar of Settineri’s very busy and sophisticated world. The overall goal was to make Leo someone whom Settineri might be interested in recruiting for his organization, but we were simply laying the groundwork for a long-term and intricate plan.

Settineri liked to frequent several different upscale Italian restaurants in Miami Beach, so I thought one of these would be the ideal place to plan a “chance” encounter. To provide the best opportunities to bump into Settineri, Leo and I evaluated a few venues in the area and contemplated the various ways for him to make an approach. I anticipated that it would take a week for Leo to make initial contact and then another week or so to ingratiate himself further with Settineri. I would remind Leo to be patient when he was scouting out places and situations in which to attempt a chance encounter with Settineri. I cautioned him against forcing a situation with Settineri because it was more important than anything else to make the chance meeting seem as natural as possible. The first attempt is the most sensitive because first impressions can be lasting. If the situation appears to be too coincidental or out of sync, an experienced street guy like Settineri will quickly sniff it out. It is a balancing act, so to speak, and I coached Leo not to be afraid to take the extra time necessary to ensure a more natural first meeting. Doing it the right way increases not only the chance of a successful first meeting but also the likelihood of Leo’s developing an ongoing relationship with Settineri—which was the overall goal. If Leo made a positive first impression, I was confident that Settineri might consider him for his “organization.”

It would take some time, even a little more time than I had anticipated. Actually, Leo did run into Settineri within a few days after I had first set him loose with our plan in place. This “by chance” meeting occurred on Lincoln Road, but unfortunately it wasn’t successful. They only spoke for a few moments because Settineri didn’t seem to recognize Leo. When Leo reminded him that they had in fact previously met, Settineri simply said, “Oh, good to see you again,” and then promptly walked away. This was classic Settineri; he was either moody and aloof or simply had something else on his mind. I was not concerned, but Leo was disappointed and discouraged. I reassured him and advised him to stick with the plan, to wait a while and make another attempt when the time was right. Further trying to encourage Leo, I told him that the next time he ran into Settineri, Settineri would very likely remember him, and striking up a conversation would be much easier.

Soon thereafter, however, Leo had to leave town for a while due to a previously planned family vacation. Shortly after he returned, an unforeseen family emergency occurred, which further precluded him from working on the Settineri case. These things happen, and I remained patient. Everyone has a real life to attend to, and Leo was certainly no exception. Besides, Leo was such a valuable commodity because he not only had a real life but a very successful and financially secure one. I felt strongly that once Settineri discovered Leo, he would not be able to resist. With Leo out of the picture for a few weeks, I had time to regain my bearings, reassess my investigative strategy, and address some administrative issues before jumping into the operational aspect of the Settineri investigation.
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On the Hook


In the next phase of the investigation, there would be countless hours of physical surveillance to conduct on Settineri, and it was now time to find a work partner. Physical surveillance is labor-intensive work, but it is the best way to establish a “pattern of life” for the subject, which enables you to observe where he goes and what he does most days and to identify his friends, family, and associates. To establish an effective and ongoing surveillance plan, you need a minimum of two people. At this time in 2006, in a reorganized post-9/11 FBI, criminal investigations were not a top priority. Instead, terrorism was the obvious priority, and for those of us who worked on the criminal side, that meant there were fewer resources and less funding available for criminal squads such as my Miami Organized Crime Squad.

There were also relatively few “new” agents assigned to the criminal squads at the time. New agents generally have less than three or four years in service and typically don’t have many cases of their own. They are usually eager to work and are available to assist other agents in any way that they can to gain valuable experience. There were no new agents on my new squad; in fact, it was full of experienced and mostly fully occupied agents. Although I was a seasoned agent with almost ten years on the job at the time, I didn’t know many of the people on my new squad that well. Miami was a large division with over four hundred agents and nearly one thousand total employees, so sometimes when you were transferred to another squad in Miami it was almost like being a new agent yourself. I began to spread the word around the squad that I needed help on a new case.

One day an agent, whom I will call Donny, approached me and advised that he was available to partner up on the Settineri case. Donny was in his late forties and had short, dark salt-and-pepper hair. He was short in physical stature, but he made up for it with his large and outgoing personality. Better yet, he was an experienced agent who had about the same amount of time in service with the FBI as I had, but he was several years older than me. During my short time on the squad, I had noticed that several other agents often “rolled their eyes” at the mention of Donny’s name. One agent even said that he had worked with Donny before, then, without providing any details, added that he was now working with someone else. I didn’t pry any further, and the agent quickly changed the subject. One didn’t need to be a trained investigator to figure out that some of the agents on the squad didn’t seem to like Donny very much. Nonetheless, being new to the squad and not having anyone else to work with, I welcomed Donny aboard. I didn’t have a lot of options at this point, and I was just happy to have someone with whom to share the workload. If my plan worked and Leo was eventually able to get close to Settineri, heaven knew I would need the help.

The timing was good because soon thereafter Leo was back in play and eager to get rolling again. With much time to think while he was away, Leo came back with several new ideas to consider for our Settineri infiltration plan. I had put Leo’s time away to good use as well, having received FBI approval for Leo to participate in what, in FBI speak, is called otherwise illegal activity (OIA). OIA approval allows a source to participate in a specific type of nonviolent criminal activity, such as fraud or money laundering, which is closely monitored by the handling agent. It is conducted in line and in conjunction with the specific type of criminal activity that the subject is engaged in. This will enhance the credibility of the source by making the subject believe that the source is a criminal as well and usually encourages the subject to further share his criminal intent with the source. The OIA approval also protects the source by documenting and setting specific parameters around what he is authorized to do. With this approval in hand, the source cannot be charged for the criminal activity that he is participating in because he is aiding the FBI in an investigation and acting only at its direction. The approved OIA is specific to each source and to each investigation.

Our plan all along had been to put the likeable Leo out on the street in a manner that might be enticing to Settineri; this was already underway. This plan was created in a way that was consistent with our intelligence analysis, which characterized Settineri as a mobster who would seek out opportunities to prey on and take advantage of vulnerable and easygoing businessmen. For security purposes I will not disclose the type of business that Leo was engaged in, which is irrelevant to the story. What mattered was that Leo’s OIA approval was granted under the premise that Settineri would force his way into the operation of Leo’s business. And from that point forward, any criminal activity performed by Leo would be conducted only at the behest of Settineri and then only while monitored by the FBI.

Within weeks of Leo’s return, that is exactly what happened. He and Settineri “conveniently” bumped into each other one afternoon on a busy street in Miami Beach, struck up a conversation, and decided to sit down together over coffee. The rest, as they say, is history. As expected, Settineri immediately took to the affable and easygoing Leo and especially took an interest in his thriving and lucrative business. During the initial conversation that first day, Leo made a casual comment concerning difficulties that he was having keeping good employees. Taking the bait, Settineri offered his assistance, explaining to Leo that he had great experience in helping businesses over the years with such problems. Would Leo be interested in giving Settineri a chance to try and tackle his business problems for him? Maybe they could even come up with a business arrangement that would benefit everyone involved. “Why yes, I would be interested in such an arrangement,” Leo replied. And it really was that easy to get Leo acquainted with Settineri.

The Achilles’ heel of mobsters, and most criminals as well, is greed. In the week following their verbal agreement, Settineri spoke with Leo several times, both on the phone and in person. He even began to spend time at Leo’s business in order to get a feel for how things worked there and most certainly to plan how to take advantage of it for his own personal gain. Leo was in deep now, just as we had wanted. With this early success, however, came an additional responsibility for me. From now until the end of the investigation, I would have to keep a close eye on Leo’s business to make sure that things didn’t spiral out of our control. The shrewd Settineri was moving fast, and we would need to ensure that we were able to keep pace. This would require lots of man hours, primarily with surveillance and continuous contact with Leo.

With the increased surveillance and Leo’s reporting, we were able to identify a few of the individuals that Settineri began to bring into Leo’s business. Settineri also introduced Leo to some of his other business associates, even sharing other locations where Settineri liked to socialize and conduct his everyday business. Leo was able to shed light on the one thing that I had been curious about from the beginning. What was Settineri’s profession, if any, other than being a gangster? What did he do with his time all day? The Italian National Police had told me that he was a wine salesman. I did confirm that he had an LLC in his name indicating he was a wine distributor, but I had not seen any evidence that he was selling much wine in Miami or New York. I mean, he had to have some “front” business or “no show” job, like most gangsters do, right? Well, not exactly in Settineri’s case. As I found out many times over the course of this three-year investigation, Settineri rarely did things the predictable or traditional way.

Most gangsters were somewhat alike in their behavior and actions, often maintaining a consistent and routine way of doing their business. Not Settineri. In fact, the brooding and mysterious Settineri would soon prove to be one of the most formidable targets I have ever observed. The only constant was that he was unpredictable and taciturn and could be contradictory in his behavior. Most times he was aloof, guarded, and untrusting, even with those he knew well. Other times, he could be philosophical, mentoring, and patient while providing sage advice to those he barely knew. We eventually determined that Settineri didn’t have a particular focus; rather, he had his hands in a variety of different business ventures. Yes, Settineri did tell people that he was a wine distributor, but that seemed to be only a front business for him. He also told people that he was the co-owner of an Italian restaurant located in South Beach on Lincoln Road. What Settineri did best, though, was behave like an old-fashioned mobster. He would use his charm, wit, and muscle to seek out vulnerable businesses and either take them over or make himself an “essential” part of their operation. It would be quickly apparent to the business owner that “essential” meant that, in return for Settineri’s protection or for the right to operate in his locality, Settineri would skim money off of the top of the revenues. In other words, for the pleasure of doing business with Settineri, he would get paid first, and then your other expenses and payroll could be addressed from the remaining revenue.

In no time at all, that was what Settineri began to do at Leo’s place of business. Settineri had recruited a few “employees” to work for Leo, and now he was making an “appearance” at the business a few times a week for a couple hours a day. The fee for this service? Within a few weeks, Settineri was demanding $1,000 a week. Leo began paying Settineri, and after making the first weekly payment, he called me in a panic. “Jerry, Roberto is going to take a lot of money each week from my business. I know that is what he is all about, but he is going to bleed me dry,” he said. “I don’t mind paying it, but can I be reimbursed for these expenses?” We had asked Leo to voluntarily put himself in Roberto’s crosshairs, which was a big enough sacrifice in and of itself. Now that sacrifice was also affecting him financially. The least that we could do was pay him something for his troubles.
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When in Rome


For weeks I had been developing a great relationship with Bernardo Curra, the New York agent who had provided the valuable information regarding Settineri’s activity in New York with other known La Cosa Nostra members. There is an old saying in the FBI that roughly equates to “There is the New York FBI, and then there is the rest of the FBI.” The New York office of the FBI has more agents and resources than any other field office, its executive management has more political juice than any other FBI field office, and it generally works the biggest and most impactful cases in the FBI. In short, New York just seems to be able to operate and perform at a different level than any other office within the FBI, especially when it comes to organized crime cases. Over the years, I had heard stories from other agents about how the New York office had just flat out taken over another field office’s investigation if the case had a New York connection. Luckily for me, Bernardo was easygoing, friendly, and helpful, not to mention a very solid and skilled agent. Even more fortuitously, Bernardo let me in on an order that he had received from the New York brass. The special agent in charge of New York’s criminal branch, David Cardona, had previously served as both a supervisory special agent and an assistant special agent in charge in Miami. I had known Cardona when he was in Miami, but I had never worked for him. Now that he was in New York, I certainly didn’t expect any special consideration from him. However, Cardona told Bernardo and the other New York agents to assist the Miami agents in any way possible but not to interfere with the Miami Settineri investigation. New York had its hands full with an investigation into Gambino capo Gaetano Napoli at the time, and even though there were ties between Napoli and Settineri, we were able to work our parallel investigations and help each other along the way. I was very grateful to Cardona, and I went out of my way to help New York in any way that I could as well. As a result, I was able to develop a close working relationship with New York that would prove very helpful to both Bernardo and me.

Throughout the investigation, I also continued to keep in touch with Roberto D’Annunzio and the Italian National Police (INP), and we shared information and updates on anything of interest involving Settineri. The INP had provided the initial intelligence and information that had helped me initiate the investigation, and they were continuing to investigate Settineri aggressively in Italy. However, they were aware that Settineri spent most of his time in the United States, which meant that the FBI would be leading the investigation. It often seemed that the Italians and the INP were on the sidelines throughout the better part of the investigation. Nevertheless, they continued to provide a surveillance team on Settineri every time he visited Italy, as well as ongoing intelligence and moral support, and I developed a very friendly and good working relationship with D’Annunzio.

A few months into the investigation, the INP invited me to Rome to participate in an international organized crime and antimafia conference. The trip to Rome was the first of two working trips to Italy that I would eventually take at the invitation of the Italian government. The purpose of the conference was to share tactics and intelligence with the INP and Italian law enforcement officials and, of course, to provide updates on the progress of the Settineri case in Miami. I will never forget the first time I traveled to Rome for the INP conference. Joe Cicini, Donny, and I, along with Bernardo and two other New York agents, were invited to participate. The Italians were very professional and organized, and they had set aside five days for meetings, work groups, and presentations. I had received an agenda for the conference from D’Annunzio a few weeks before the trip and noticed that on the very first day of our meetings, the Italians had set aside a two-hour block of time for me to give a presentation of the FBI’s Settineri investigation. Approximately eighty senior Italian law enforcement and government officials would be in attendance at the conference, in addition to the group of FBI agents from Miami and New York that I was traveling with. I must admit that the thought of speaking before such a distinguished group made me little nervous, but I soon realized that it was necessary to update the Italians on our progress with investigating Settineri and his criminal enterprise in the United States. Besides, I knew the case inside and out, so I was actually looking forward to sharing the details of our current progress, as well as the planned future strategy of the investigation.

I prepared a detailed PowerPoint presentation and packed a nice suit, several white shirts, and a few ties for the weeklong trip. If I was going to attend such a conference and give a case presentation to eighty people, I planned to show my appreciation by trying to look the part. As luck would have it, fate would dictate otherwise. When our flight landed in Rome, the airline had difficulty locating my luggage. “Not to worry,” the Rome airline official advised, “just go to your hotel and we will locate it forthwith and deliver it to you at your hotel room.” Well, they did eventually find my luggage, which contained my suit, white shirts, and ties, along with an overcoat and some casual clothing. And it was delivered as promised to my hotel—but not forthwith. My luggage was delivered three days later. Now, if you have ever taken a transatlantic flight, you know that it can be a long and uncomfortable experience, so it is wise to dress as comfortably as possible. I wore blue jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers, and I even brought along an Adidas pullover sweatshirt in case it got a little chilly during the flight. To this day, I am so thankful that I carried on that sweatshirt. It was November, and in Rome the temperatures were in the fifties during the day and then dipped into the forties at night. That is very cold for someone who is used to the eighty-plus degrees that we enjoy year-round in Miami. So the clothes I wore on the flight would be all I had for the first three days of the conference. And yes, that is what I wore during my case presentation to the senior Italian officials, all of whom looked very dashing in their fine Italian suits. The Italians, who were wonderful hosts and very understanding, actually seemed to appreciate that I was still willing go on with my presentation despite my casual appearance. Nevertheless, it was embarrassing, and I couldn’t help feeling like an underdressed, out-of-place American tourist at a formal event in a foreign land. Well, I suppose I was in a way, and I can laugh about it now. As a bonus, the INP provided a comprehensive presentation as well, which gave us up-to-date intelligence on Settineri’s associates in Italy. Our gracious Italian hosts even made the time to see that we ate well and to show us many of the beautiful sights of old Rome.

The trip to Rome was a success, and I enjoyed it very much, but I was anxious to return home and dive back into the case. The day following our return, Donny and I continued our surveillance routine of Settineri, identifying more of his associates and business partners and further developing our understanding of his organization. We also continued our contacts with Leo, who was now meeting with Settineri several times a week.

With the help of “Linda,” our lead FBI analyst, we conducted a weekly telephone analysis of all of Settineri’s current telephone toll records in the United States. This analysis gave us the phone number of everyone Settineri called or received a call from, which was most everyone he knew or did business with. In such an analysis, each phone number is reviewed, and for the most frequent contacts, you can request an administrative subpoena that will allow you to identify the caller. With this information and the intelligence we obtained from our surveillances and source information, Linda pieced together a flowchart of the mob connections, business names, and other miscellaneous associates who were all part of Settineri’s criminal organization. The flowchart contained the names, pictures, addresses, and phone numbers of all identified individuals, including the owners of all the businesses that Settineri was in contact with. This flowchart, along with Linda’s detailed summary analysis report, was of tremendous help because it not only provided identifying information on all of the many subjects that were now a part of our investigation but also established how these individuals were connected to Settineri. When you have a large-scale investigation with many subjects, it is essential that you keep track of how everyone fits into the overall picture. We now had more than thirty subjects at this point, not knowing at the time that this chart would be expanded and edited every week for the next three years.

In 2007, case agents were still able to obtain a significant amount of assistance from an FBI operational analyst in a criminal case, which is essential to the success of any long-term investigation. Analysts would work right alongside agents in helping to identify subjects and would run background and database checks, conduct telephone analysis, and then document it all in flowcharts and weekly memorandums. Throughout an investigation, the analyst assigned to your case was actively involved and as a result would often know all of the subjects in your investigation about as well as the agents did. While the agents were out in the field, they could call the analyst if they needed some important name or detail and could count on the analyst to be available to gather the information for them. If an agent collected a new name or some new crucial information, the analyst would immediately conduct a background check, provide the results in real time, and then update the case file.

The FBI has, for the most part, stopped actively using operational analysts in that manner for criminal investigations. Today, analysts are primarily used to retrieve intelligence collected by the agent from the investigation and then to integrate that derived intelligence into various threat assessment reports for the U.S. intelligence community. This is undoubtedly an important service. However, most of the work an analyst performs today is “strategic” in nature and does very little in assisting an agent operatively during a criminal investigation. The FBI now employs a staff operation specialist (SOS), who will conduct some basic checks and maybe create a preliminary flowchart, but in my opinion, an SOS does not assist to the level or in the manner that analysts previously did. Unfortunately, the SOSs are not as trained and skilled as the analysts of yesteryear. And there are not that many SOSs available, so they can only work on your case for few hours a week, which is not enough to be a consistent contributor to the success of your investigation. Lacking an imbedded operational analyst can leave gaps in your investigation—meaning things have a tendency to fall through the cracks. Altering the duties and career paths of FBI analysts is one of the many ways that the FBI has changed in the last fifteen to twenty years, and not necessarily for the better.
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I Want a Lawyer


As expected, the flowchart of Settineri’s organization was a who’s who of mobsters, celebrities,  social elites, drug dealers, everyday street thugs, and scam artists.

I had officially opened an FBI organized crime investigation, identified many of his associates and business partners, conducted an untold number of surveillances, and held many hours of source debriefings. Although all of these steps are merely the basic requirements of any FBI investigation, I was feeling good about how swiftly we had progressed through the preliminary part. There was much work ahead, and I was grateful that Donny had come on board to help me with it all. Donny was the “co–case agent,” and it is imperative to have a reliable partner who knows the investigation as well as the case agent.

Donny was a hard worker and seemed to be a very good agent who knew his stuff. We were both busy surveilling Settineri and his associates and learning a lot about the organization together as we were getting to know each other. He had a good sense of humor, and I really enjoyed working with him from the start. After spending significant time with Donny, though, I got the sense that he had an “edge”; he could appear happy and laughing one minute, but if something set him off, he would quickly become moody, angry, or out of sorts. I also noticed that he could be friendly with the agents on our squad when in their presence, but when they were out of earshot, he would often take potshots at some of them for no apparent reason. The shots were generally about their competence or skill as agents, or he would say they were not working their investigations properly or simply not working hard enough. This should have been a red flag to me, but at the time, I overlooked it due to the fact that I was focused on the mission at hand. Besides, Donny was working hard on our case, participating in the never-ending surveillances and coming along at any hour of the day when it was time to meet and debrief Leo.

We were nearing the point when it was time to bring in a federal prosecutor to work with us on the Settineri investigation. Because FBI agents investigate and collect evidence, we have assistant U.S. attorneys (AUSAs) in the federal system who take the collected evidence and prosecute the case for the FBI. Since I was new to the squad and didn’t really know many of the AUSAs who prosecuted organized crime cases, Donny suggested that we bring in an AUSA whom I will call “Phil” to work the case with us. Donny had worked with him before and thought that Phil, an experienced prosecutor, would be a great fit for the investigation. I had never had any problems with an AUSA in the past, so I quickly agreed to bring Phil onto the investigation as our prosecutor. Besides, when a fellow agent vouches for an AUSA, and you do not have anyone else in mind, you just go with it. Phil, who was in his mid-fifties, was lean and fit and a bit quirky, with a quick wit to boot. We all started off working well together, and during the first meeting I fully briefed Phil on the investigation and its objectives and goals. Phil seemed enthusiastic about working on the case and displayed a friendly sense of humor while asking questions about Settineri and his associates. In those days, you were not required to bring an AUSA onto your case from the beginning. However, if you anticipated needing grand jury subpoenas any time soon, you would need an AUSA. Later in my career, FBI policy required that you obtain AUSA concurrence as soon as you opened up an investigation—another bureaucratic speed bump that was later added to the plethora of red tape that the Bureau would eventually force on all its agents.

We were eventually going to need an AUSA anyway, and Donny seemed to really want to bring Phil into the case from the get-go. After taking part in a couple of meetings with both of them together, I soon realized that Donny and Phil seemed to get along very well, almost like old friends. They were always joking and needling one another and clearly enjoyed one another’s company. They were actually really funny at times, and I enjoyed the break from the stressful pace of the investigation when we were all together.

Soon Donny was insisting that we should start to visit Phil in his office at least once a week, stating that Phil liked to be kept up to date on the case. I was not accustomed to having such frequent in-person contact with an AUSA this early in an investigation; in my experience, it was more efficient to resolve most matters on the telephone, but I played along nonetheless. After weeks of driving thirty minutes from the Miami FBI office to the U.S. Attorney’s satellite office in Fort Lauderdale, however, I couldn’t help but notice that our visits did not seem to be accomplishing much. During the weekly visits, Phil would often seem distracted, and most of our time together was spent either joking or engaging in small talk regarding matters that had little to do with the investigation. Whenever I tried to steer the conversation back to the investigation, Phil would unfailingly ask me if I could find a way to organize an official trip that would authorize the three of us to travel to New York. More importantly, when it came to work matters, he could be extremely slow in providing any assistance. It was still early in the investigation, so an occasional subpoena was about the only thing we would need, and getting something as basic as that from him just seemed to take much longer than necessary. After several frustrating weeks of this, I pared down my visits with Phil to only about once a month. However, Donny happily took on the role of solely dealing with the AUSA, and he would continue to visit Phil every week. At the time I didn’t mind, since Donny was helping out a lot on the case even if Phil wasn’t. They seemed to have a lot of fun when they were together, and hanging out with his old buddy seemed to make Donny happy.

After a while, however, I started to become aware of a couple of things that I did mind—things that were not very funny and were in fact quite alarming. These episodes forced me to question Donny’s loyalty not only to me but, more importantly, to the investigation.

As soon as Donny had joined me as the co–case agent on the Settineri case, I immediately introduced him to Leo. It is standard FBI practice to bring along another agent whenever possible when you are meeting a source. This is especially important at the beginning of an investigation or when a source is providing vital or complex information. With Leo, both applied, and it is always better to have another set of ears to take everything in. At one point not long after that first introduction of Leo to Donny, I received a call from Leo.

“Jerry, I thought we were focusing on Roberto. Why am I being directed at Pappalardo? I don’t really know him that well, and I’m not sure I can be of much help with him.” Pasquale Pappalardo was a low-level mob associate involved in boiler room scams (more on boiler rooms later), and we knew through our phone analysis that he was an associate of Settineri.

“We are focusing on Roberto. Why do you think that we are focusing on Pappalardo?” I asked Leo.

“Well, Donny has called me a few times, and he even came by one time without you, and each time he only asks me about Pappalardo.”

I was confused at first. Donny had never spoken much to me about Pappalardo, and he had never mentioned that he wanted to question Leo specifically about Pappalardo. I knew that Donny knew a lot about boiler room scams, as he had worked a few such cases in the past. But why would he do this without talking with me first? Donny knew that Settineri and only his close associates were our main focus, at least for now. Pappalardo was just a fringe guy we had recently identified, and we had no reason to think he was part of Settineri’s inner circle. In fact, we were certain that Settineri was close to Pappalardo’s boss, not Pappalardo himself. More concerning to me was that Leo was my source, and every agent knows that you never contact another agent’s source without the concurrence of the handling agent.

“Don’t worry about Pappalardo,” I reassured Leo. “Just keep working on the things that you and I have been discussing all along. I’ll talk to Donny.”

After I hung up with Leo, I was trying to make sense of it all in my head. Maybe there was an explanation for Donny’s unorthodox behavior. The co–case agent is an integral part of the investigative team and can certainly voice his opinion (which I not only value but encourage), but at the end of the day, the case agent determines the strategy and direction of an investigation and is ultimately responsible for all its aspects. The worst part was that Donny hadn’t voiced an opinion or even talked to me. An FBI agent should never take such significant action in an investigation that is counter to the established objectives without first discussing it with the case agent. Although this seemed like an outright probity breach, I was still trying to rationalize it all in my mind. I wanted to give Donny the benefit of the doubt, but I still could not think of one good reason for him to do what he had done. Agents working an investigation together must always be on the same page, case objectives must be clearly communicated, and transparency and trust are vital to maintaining a successful working relationship. Something wasn’t right.

“Donny, you got a minute?” I was in the office early the next morning, and Donny had just walked into the squad area. I was glad there were no other agents around because I wanted to speak with him in private. I was already seated, and he walked over and stood just outside my cubicle.

“I got a call from Leo yesterday. He said that you and he have been talking,” I said without even looking up as I typed out an e-mail. When I finished, I finally looked up at him, awaiting his response. He tried not to look at me and seemed to be searching for something to say. I had been working with Donny for several weeks now, and I knew that he was not a morning person, which is exactly why I chose to confront him at that time. He shifted his feet, trying his best to gain his composure.

“Yeah, I was just trying to get some dirt on Pappalardo. I know that he’s probably running some scams somewhere in Broward County, and I was just trying to see if it was with anyone I had run across before. You know, maybe it could be something that could help us get into Roberto quicker.”

“Things aren’t moving quick enough for you?” I shot back.

“N-n-n-no, I didn’t mean that, I was just—”

“We’re not doing that with Leo. I want to keep him focused. He’s a businessman, not a thug. I want him looking at the high-level guys. He can’t hang with the bottom feeders. We can go that route anytime. Let’s stick to the plan, OK?”

“Sure, you’re the boss. You got it,” Donny replied with more than a hint of sarcasm.

“OK, good, and let’s make sure both of us are there from now on when we meet with Leo.”

I knew that he had heard me, but he didn’t say anything else as he sauntered over to his desk.

I turned my gaze back to my computer screen because the conversation was over anyway. I had let him know that I had his number. And more to the point, if he was going to continue to be a part of the investigation, he was going to have to be a team player.
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Say It Ain’t So, Joe


The next day, I was scheduled to have my file review with Joe Cicini. A file review is conducted twice a year, and the supervisory special agent (SSA) uses that time to discuss the progress of each of an agent’s assigned cases. For me, as with most senior agents, a file review was merely a formality—especially as I was working on a large-scale case like the Settineri investigation. Besides, I usually kept Joe up to date once or twice a week as it was.

“So, how’s Donny working out?” Joe asked with a sly smile.

“Um, OK, fine,” I said. The question caught me off guard, and I hadn’t planned to mention the whole Pappalardo incident to Joe.

“Really? Well that’s good.” He laughed. It was as if he knew. He didn’t have the details, but his question seemed to imply there was something amiss with Donny. I had talked with Donny first because I was a firm believer in trying to sort out any issues at the agent level before bringing them to the attention of a supervisor. Even though I had attempted to handle the issue myself, Joe had more than opened the door for me to now bring the Leo matter to his attention. He was clearly interested in how Donny was doing, so I told him the whole story and how it had upset and confused Leo.

“Huh, so he’s trying it with you too,” Joe replied. At first I thought he was joking, so I laughed, but from the look on his face I realized that he was serious.

“No seriously, that is how he operates,” Joe explained. “Just about every time he works with someone on their case, he tries to take over control of the case, and if that doesn’t work out to his liking, he will try to poach a subject from your case so that he can open his own case later.”

“Are you kidding me? He’s done this before?” was all I could manage to say.

“More often than not, so just be careful with him. You’ll be fine as long as you know what he’s up to,” Joe continued. “Since he’s probably figured out that he can’t control you, he must be trying to poach Pappalardo, and as soon as he gets enough to open a case, he’ll peel off on his own,” Joe explained.

“It sounds like I might be better off without him if he is not a team player,” I said. “Pappalardo is a nobody so he can have him. I have my hands full anyway.” Joe nodded in agreement, but he had more bad news for me that day.

“I won’t be around to help to keep an eye on him for a while, though. I’m going to Iraq for a four-month temporary duty (TDY) assignment, and I leave next week. Vinny will be the acting SSA while I’m gone. I’ll fill him in on your investigation and tell him to be prepared to assign another agent to your case. Your caseload justifies another agent, and it might just help you to have an ally going forward.”

Joe was true to his word, and even before he left for his TDY, he assigned another agent, Shannon Regil, to the Settineri investigation. Shannon was an experienced agent who had been in the Miami division for a few years. I didn’t know her well at the time, but I did know her husband, Joe Regil, a fellow agent and a star in the Miami FBI office. As I quickly learned, Shannon, too, was a great agent and also very well respected within the Miami office. After my recent experience with Donny, I was very happy to have her on the team.

Shannon and I hit it off right away. I really needed help managing all of the information and intelligence that came pouring in every day and keeping up with the increasing administrative requirements. Although we had an analyst assigned, it can be very helpful to have an agent dedicated to staying on top of the day-to-day information coming in during a large-scale investigation. Shannon hit the ground running, and she quickly learned the finer details of the case. Her main focus was to develop an understanding of the type of information and intelligence that was coming in every day and then quickly discern the priority and pertinence of it all. Shannon would then summarize and relay the vital information to me on a daily basis. This gave me the freedom to focus on the overall case priorities, and Shannon quickly became an integral part of the investigation.

While I was preoccupied with the Settineri investigation and too busy to notice, the FBI leadership was also busy creating more cumbersome policies and planning and implementing a “culture” change within the Bureau. One major change was taking place within the FBI’s management program. I and every other FBI agent from that time forward would soon feel the effects of those changes all around us. The FBI that we all knew and loved would never be the same.

One of my favorite sayings is that “all agents are not created equal,” which simply means that some agents are better at the job than their colleagues. It can also mean that an agent has a specialized or unique skill set that makes him valuable in his own way. All FBI special agents are similarly trained, with required instruction in law, ethics, communication and interviewing, firearms usage, physical fitness, and defensive tactics, as well as in investigative disciplines such as organized crime/narcotics, terrorism, white-collar crime, and intelligence gathering. This is accomplished over the course of a rigorous twenty-week course known as New Agents Training (it was sixteen weeks when I attended) at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia. However, each and every new agent candidate enters Quantico with their own unique skills, background experiences, and specific education. To me that is the strength of the FBI, the agents’ different educational backgrounds (minimum of a bachelor’s degree for special agent employees), previous work experiences, and respective personalities.

I became aware of that fact during my first day of FBI New Agent Training when all the candidates were gathered together in a classroom (usually forty to fifty people) and required to stand up one by one, introduce themselves, and give a brief account of their background, work experience, and educational accomplishments. In 1997, among the candidates in my New Agents Training class were a PhD, a physicist, a couple of Ivy League graduates, several attorneys and accountants, a West Point graduate, two former Army Special Forces officers, and even a former veterinarian. After most of class had finished with the impressive introductions, I leaned over to the person seated beside of me and whispered, “Wow, I think I am the least qualified person in the class!” My classmate looked at me, thought for a second, and then whispered back, “No you’re not, I am!” It was a humbling experience to be surrounded by such smart, dedicated, and accomplished individuals, with a wide array of talents, all sworn to uphold the law and committed to the security of our nation. FBI agents are trained to operate in a paramilitary-style structure, while conducting federal investigations in pursuit of justice, as well as performing national security duties, all for the greater good of the country.

For the first ten to twelve years of my career, FBI agents were evaluated on a basic matrix of performance categories, and each category was graded by a supervisor who noted that the employee either did or did not “meet expectations.” It was a simple and effective way of grading an agent’s performance, where accomplishments, strengths, and weaknesses were highlighted and discussed. Recommendations were made, and the results were tallied by the supervisor. Each agent received an evaluation once a year from their SSA, and the results basically said you either were or were not proficient in conducting your duties as an FBI special agent. In essence it was a pass/fail system, and the majority were satisfied with their evaluation. If an agent received multiple “does not meet expectations” evaluations, there was a formal process to place an agent on daily-report status with a corrective action plan, which gave the agent an opportunity to strive to improve. If that failed, the agent could be fired for inability to perform the job.

Sometime during the FBI’s “culture reset,” the leadership decided that the Bureau needed a more comprehensive evaluation of its special agent personnel, something more in line with how employees were rated in the civilian corporate world. The result? A complicated performance appraisal report with seven categories, each graded on a continuum from outstanding to excellent, successful, minimally successful, or unacceptable. A system initiated and presented by the newly “corporate-minded” FBI leadership as a more efficient way of evaluating FBI employees could at times result in agents’ competing against one another in a counterproductive manner, forcing them to focus on individual achievements over what might be best overall for the team. What should have been a genuine effort to improve efficiency and correct underperformance resulted in a workforce intent on pursuing ratings of excellent or outstanding. This is noteworthy because awards were given to those who were rated outstanding, and only one agent per squad could receive such a rating per year. FBI management even limited the number of excellent ratings and attempted to convince everyone that a successful rating was good because it meant you were doing your job. For type A personalities, such as most FBI agents are, this was akin to being graded a C. This took a heavy toll on morale, as well as the effectiveness of some investigations.

In my view, this was counterproductive because the FBI’s mission is not in line with that of a Fortune 500 company, whose employees are hired to make profits, since companies have to focus on the “bottom line” to stay in business. The FBI is not in the business of making money; it’s in the business of conducting fair and principled investigations of violations of federal law, in line with the U.S. Constitution and in compliance with Department of Justice guidelines and FBI policies. The FBI is at its best when it works as a team, following those principles and guidelines, for the greater good of its law enforcement mission and the national security of the country. In the world of unintended consequences, the new FBI performance appraisal report inadvertently discouraged agents from working as a team, and I saw this firsthand.

Keep in mind that the majority of people who join the FBI to become special agents, like most military personnel, are self-motivated, hardworking, dedicated people who are not there for personal accolades. The majority of agents join the FBI for the principles of “duty, honor and country,” for the mission, to ensure national security and the greater good. It is an honor and a privilege to serve your country in such a capacity; that is the reward. They do not need to be encouraged to do their jobs merely for the incentive of an excellent or outstanding rating.

Before the new performance appraisal system was implemented, this was not an issue, because both the case agent and the co–case agent received equal credit for the overall success of the investigation, and everyone in the FBI division knew it. Peer recognition and notoriety followed you. As discussed earlier, agents come from all backgrounds and experiences, and they can also develop different skills, expertise, and abilities. An agent cannot work an investigation alone, and agents recognize and respect other agents who bring different skills to an investigation and accept responsibility for their assigned tasks. Some agents excel at performing the duties and role of co–case agent. Personally, I was generally very comfortable with spearheading and leading the investigation, developing and implementing the informant and investigative strategy, and coordinating and doing the “face time” with FBI management and the U.S. Attorney’s Office. However, I was not the best at managing surveillance teams and technical equipment; nor was I very good at maximizing the use of the FBI analyst’s contributions. I, like many other agents, was sometimes slow at keeping pace with the volumes of required paperwork. Hats off to the great co–case agents with whom I have been blessed to work during my career, such as my good buddies Marco Rodriguez and Ira Fair. They just seemed to be willing to take responsibility for their assigned tasks, and I could not have worked a case without them.

With the implementation of the new performance appraisal system within the FBI, agents were now graded on the number of investigations they had initiated and the number of informants they had developed. They were not given consideration for helping someone else on another investigation. This affected the roles of case agent and co–case agent, which ultimately changed how investigations were conducted. The new system, I felt, bred an unnecessary and unhealthy competition between agents, who before the new performance appraisal system would have been rightly focused on working together for the shared success of an investigation. But under this new system, if a case agent received an excellent rating and the co–case agent received only a successful rating, even though they worked just as hard on a case, they were disincentivized to work as hard the next time. Moreover, those receiving a successful grading were generally dissatisfied and thought they deserved an excellent rating. It followed that those who were rated excellent felt slighted for not receiving an outstanding rating. The new policy was counterproductive since it encouraged people to focus more on their respective ratings than on the overall success of the investigation.

More importantly, the policy negatively affected FBI investigations as a whole, because resources were now being diverted from working a few quality investigations on a squad and instead being spread thin over multiple investigations merely for statistical purposes.

This new FBI culture shift to a corporate model also dramatically increased the administrative workload for agents, creating a more bureaucratic and duplicative administrative burden required just to do the job and stay within the guidelines of FBI policy. Current agents will tell you that they feel like they are chained to their desks in order to keep up with the voluminous reports that are now required for working investigations, maintaining an informant base, and completing training requirements. When I was a new agent, if you spent most of the day sitting at your desk you could expect a visit from your SSA asking why you were not out in the field. No one can work an investigation entirely from behind a desk, but the administrative workload forces you to spend an inordinate amount of time at the computer. During my last few years working with the FBI, I noticed that whatever time of day I returned to the office after working in the field, it was always difficult to find a parking space. I understand that the technology of today requires the use of a computer, but the most important work of an FBI special agent is done out in the field, talking to people, meeting with informants, and conducting surveillance—the basics of working an investigation.

With resources not adequately utilized on investigations and agents spending more time at their desks than in the streets, important things will invariably slip through the cracks. Look no further than some of the FBI’s missteps in several investigations highlighted in the national media over the last few years, and you can begin to see how the FBI’s sterling reputation has been tarnished.
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With Friends Like These . . .‌‌‌‌‌‌‌


One morning, not long after Joe had flown off to Iraq, I received an urgent voice message from Bernardo in New York. Bernardo and I usually spoke at least once a week, but I was surprised to hear from him now because we had spoken at length just a few days before. We had discussed an informant who was handled by another New York agent. Bernardo had identified him as perhaps having some information of interest to me about Antonio Tricamo, Roberto Settineri’s right-hand man in Miami. I asked Bernardo if he would have time to break away and conduct the interview to see if the guy was legitimate or if he would prefer that I came to New York to conduct the interview myself. Bernardo, who was always willing to help, advised that he would save me the trip and interview the source the following week. If the informant’s information panned out, then I could later determine if a trip to New York was necessary.

When I got Bernardo’s voice message, I knew that he likely hadn’t conducted the interview yet, so what was the urgency? It didn’t take long to understand. When I had him on the phone, I could tell that he was a little agitated.

“Jerry, I just got a call from my AUSA here in New York,” he said. “My AUSA said that your AUSA in Miami called him here in New York and said that he, Donny, and you all wanted to come to New York to do the interview. I thought we already had it worked out?”

“What?” was all I could manage to say. After the initial shock of realizing that I had been backdoored by Phil and Donny, I replied, “I didn’t know anything about it either. We did have it worked out.” After reassuring Bernardo that I not only had nothing to do with the request by Phil but was just as upset about the incident as he was, he seemed relieved.

“I think I know what happened, so don’t worry about it, Bernardo. I will take care of it,” I said. “Tell your AUSA that we won’t be coming to New York.”

“That’s good to know,” he replied. “I wouldn’t have minded if you did want to come to New York; it’s just that I was confused because I didn’t understand why you would not just tell me from the start. Especially since we spoke at length about me checking the guy out for you first,” he said. He was right, and every good agent knows that communication and trust between agents is paramount to any successful working relationship. “Besides,” Bernardo continued, “my AUSA was giving me a lot of crap about this. You see, Phil, your AUSA, is not very well liked up here in New York, and my AUSA does not want him coming up here.”

It was all starting to make sense now, and the clearer things became, the more I realized that I was not liking Phil very much at this point either. After I finished the call with Bernardo, my head was spinning with several emotions. Most importantly, I was relieved that Bernardo and I were still on good terms, and I wanted to keep it that way. He was a good guy, an asset, and I would need his help many times before the investigation was done. But I was ticked—mostly at Phil but also at my co–case agent. What, if anything, was the extent of Donny’s involvement with this incident? At a minimum, he had to know something about it and somehow apparently never felt the need to tell me. Either way, it did not reflect well on him. For Phil to make a decision to travel to New York on the case and not even consult me was bad enough. But if Donny was involved, and if he in fact had coaxed Phil to call New York and request the travel without my knowledge, that was inexcusable.

When the first incident with Donny happened, where he was directing Leo without my consent, I had given him the benefit of the doubt. This was the second incident in a few weeks, so he was now proving me wrong, especially in light of what I had learned from speaking with Joe. What was it with this guy? I had some questions, and I knew where I needed to start looking for the answers.

Not surprisingly, Donny was in Phil’s office when he answered my call.

“Donny, I just got a call from New York. Did Phil really call up there and tell them that we wanted to travel up to New York to interview their source?” I asked.

“Well, we just thought that it would be better if we did it in person,” he replied.

“So, you were a part of it too? Without talking to me about it first? You knew that Bernardo and I already had it worked out.”

“Well, Phil thought—”

“Let me talk to Phil,” I said, cutting him off. Without another word he handed the phone over.

“Hello, this is Phil,” he said calmly. His nonchalant response did not help matters, because by this time I was livid.

“Phil, where do you get off calling New York without talking to me first? There is no need for us to go up there now, and you know it,” I started, trying to keep my composure.

“Well, I just thought it would be a good time for us to go up there, so I just went ahead and made the request,” he said, his tone now more defensive.

“Not without running it by me first,” I said. “You did it because you wanted a boondoggle to New York. You’ve been asking for a trip since you came on the case. You did it behind my back because you knew that I would say no,” I said flatly.

“Hey, bud, I don’t have to check with you for anything,” Phil replied indignantly.

“Yes, you do,” I said, my voice rising. “I’m the case agent. After you called up there, what did you think was going to happen? Well, let me tell you, they called me right away and asked what the hell was going on down here. It makes us look like we are not on the same page, which I can see clearly now that we are not. I already had it worked out with New York, and you knew that. We have no need to go now, and neither you nor anyone else is going.”

I had gotten my point across, and I really didn’t have much else to say. Phil must have thought so too, because he promptly hung up. He knew he had stepped in it, and I had called him out. Anything else said between us would likely have gotten ugly, and there was no need for that. After cooling off from the contentious call with Phil, I knew that I had a real problem and would have to deal with it immediately. It is challenging enough just getting an investigation of this magnitude off the ground. I had experienced a couple of unpleasant incidents that indicated I very likely couldn’t count on my partner, and now it was becoming apparent that I couldn’t count on my assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA) either.

With Joe temporarily out of the picture, I had nowhere to turn for help. Vinny was stepping in for Joe, but the position of acting supervisory special agent (SSA), as it is known in the FBI, is thankless and doesn’t carry much authority at all. With this in mind, I didn’t want to burden him with this type of drama just yet. I knew that, as a courtesy, I would eventually have to fill Vinny in on the recent problems with Phil, since he was the AUSA in the case. I wanted to wait a few days, because I was holding out hope that I would receive an apologetic call from Phil. If I did, I was willing to let bygones be bygones, and I knew that I would accept his apology in the best interests of the case. Fifteen years later, I am still waiting for that call.

I did, however, receive “somewhat” of an apology from Donny. I use the term loosely because when Donny came to talk to me about it, he said that he was “sorry for what happened,” but he claimed that the New York trip was all Phil’s idea. He also said that he had tried to talk Phil out of calling the New York U.S. Attorney’s Office to request the trip but that Phil wouldn’t listen. I asked him why he hadn’t called me to let me know, and he claimed that he had planned to but that I had already found out before he could do so. It was a lame excuse, but there was no sense in telling him that at that point. He also told me that Phil was unrepentant and really ticked off at me and that after the call he began screaming, “Who the f—does he think he is talking to me that way?” Donny added, “When Phil gets mad at someone, he really holds a grudge. There are several agents here in Miami who have had problems with him in the past, and he will not even speak to them anymore.” This would have been good to know before I had agreed to bring him on the case, but what good would saying so at this point do? Besides, I knew that I couldn’t fully trust Donny anymore. I appreciated, however, that Donny had told me what Phil had said after our phone conversation. At least when it came to Phil, I knew the type of person I was dealing with. So much for burying the hatchet.

I had an investigation to work, but I knew this problem was not going away on its own. I needed to address it now, but how? Having few options, I made a decision to speak with the chief of the organized crime section at the U.S. Attorney’s Office, whom I will call “Barry.” I had known Barry for many years due to my time working organized crime investigations in the past. Smart and friendly, he always had an open door to talk shop. We’d had always had a good relationship, and when I returned to working organized crime cases, he even called me into his office to welcome me back to the branch. Barry was Phil’s boss, so I was still a little nervous about approaching him about one of his attorneys in such a manner. The easygoing Barry quickly put me at ease. “I totally agree. Phil was out of line,” Barry replied after I conveyed the whole story about Phil going behind my back and trying to finagle an unnecessary work trip to New York. “I would be ticked off too. What do you want to do about it?”

This was just like Barry, direct and to the point, and that was one of the things that I had always admired about him. However, I had to be careful with my reply, and I needed to choose my words carefully. Remember, Barry was the chief of the entire unit, so I did not want to step on his toes or put him on the spot. He was in charge of his personnel, and I was in his office to let him know that I wasn’t happy with the conduct of the AUSA assigned to my case. I figured that at most I could hope for Barry to bring Phil and me into a room together and force us to work things out. I would be fine with that, mainly because I just wanted to move on and work my investigation.

“Do you want me to remove him from the case and give you another AUSA?” Barry asked. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was almost as if Barry were reading my mind, but I hadn’t known that removing Phil from the case was even an option. I had ten years in the FBI at that point, and I had never had a problem with an AUSA I had worked with before. Most people who know me well will tell you that I can generally get along with anyone, no matter how difficult they may be. But given Phil’s behavior, coupled with his penchant for holding grudges, according to Donny, I didn’t hesitate.

“I think that would be best for all involved,” I quickly replied.

And that was that. Within a few days, Barry removed Phil from the Settineri case, and I had a new AUSA. I was relieved, and I knew that this was the right decision. Phil was too volatile and unpredictable, not the type of AUSA needed to help move the investigation forward in the right direction. All the same, I did not go away from the situation feeling very good about it; it just left a bad taste in my mouth.

I wanted to put this uncomfortable experience behind me and simply move forward and do what the U.S. government paid me to do. When you are starting what you are certain will be a long-term or a complex case, just getting a handle on everything that needs to be done is one of the most difficult aspects of the job. The case was moving along nicely. I had Leo back on track. He was meeting with Settineri frequently, and Settineri was still taking his cut from Leo every week. Donny and I were both doing our jobs and coexisting together. He was still friendly, just maybe not as friendly as before. But that was OK by me, because for now he seemed to be doing what I needed him to do. I didn’t mind too much that our relationship had taken a step backward. After what Joe had told me, I was expecting him to bail on me any day now and start working another case of his own; I knew his days were numbered.

Shannon was working hard, and I was glad to have her on the investigation. We were obtaining an incredible quantity and quality of intelligence and telephone analysis on Settineri and his vast organization. Information of this magnitude can take your case to the next level, if managed properly, and having Shannon handling this part of the investigation was a godsend. Shannon would coordinate with Linda, our analyst, and after documenting all of the information in the work file, she would report pertinent or imminent information to me immediately. Whether I was meeting with Leo or out conducting surveillance on Settineri or his associates, I could always count on Shannon for critical real-time information that could enhance the direction of the investigation or even change the priorities of our surveillance targets. Her role required the ability to develop a complete working knowledge of the data, information, and flowcharts, to articulate findings, and then to document those findings in a summary report several times a week. Shannon filled the role wonderfully, and I would read her summaries religiously, which enabled me to stay up to date with the most current intelligence available at the time.

True to his word, Barry went out of his way to quickly put the incident with Phil behind us. Less than a week after our meeting, Barry assigned a veteran AUSA to help me on the Settineri case. “Bob” had many years of experience in working criminal investigations in the Southern District of Florida, and at seventy he was older than most AUSAs in the unit. In addition to having many years on the job, Bob was an affable and humble guy who took his work very seriously. I spent several hours over a three-day period briefing Bob on the details and objectives of the case. Once he was up to speed on the details, he hit the ground running, providing me with sound prosecutorial guidance and even an occasional subpoena in a timely manner.

It was refreshing to now have an AUSA on board with whom my objectives were properly aligned. Organized crime investigations can be difficult enough; the last thing an agent should have to be concerned about is the AUSA. Or his current partner. Donny had recommended Phil to work on the case, and they were clearly good friends. I wasn’t really sure how Phil’s removal would affect our working relationship. I knew that it was the right decision, and if Donny couldn’t see that, I honestly didn’t care. Within a week or so, however, and much to my surprise, I noticed that Donny seemed to have moved on from the incident as well. He never even mentioned it. For a while he did his part and carried his weight when it came to his investigative duties and seemingly took a renewed interest in the case. With Shannon and Donny both helping out, we were now making great progress on the investigation. I was a little skeptical of Donny’s motives, however. I couldn’t help but wonder when the next incident with him would occur.

I didn’t have to wait long. Unbeknownst to me, Donny had been sticking his nose into Shannon’s work. For some reason, he felt the need to review and critique the phone and intel analysis work that she was producing. No one asked him to do this, of course, but he would not be deterred. As if that weren’t enough, he then followed this up by providing Shannon with a course of action for proposed changes to her existing work. Now, keep in mind that he was not Shannon’s supervisor, he was not the case agent, and he was not especially known for his expertise in the field of intelligence analysis. So why he would do this is anyone’s guess, but I think that was just his nature, and he just couldn’t help himself.

Like most agents, Shannon didn’t appreciate his micromanaging of her work; at some point, they had a few words, and a disagreement ensued. I only found out because, soon after the event, I received a phone call from Shannon. I was out of the office at the time but sensed right away that she needed to discuss something important. She asked if I had time to talk, and I could tell that she was upset. I was driving, but I pulled into a nearby parking lot. Much to my surprise, Shannon asked if I was happy with her work so far on the Settineri investigation. Sensing the emotion in her voice but still not knowing why she was asking me such a question, I told her that of course I was.

“But Shannon, why are you asking me that? Have I done something wrong?”

“Not you,” she replied, then proceeded to tell me how Donny had injected himself in her work, with his reviews, critiques, and recommendations for changes. She explained that once she told him to “buzz off” and mind his own business, they had gotten into an argument over his encroachment. “And then, Jerry, he told me that you were not happy with my work either. Is that true?”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, because nothing could have been further from the truth. Not only was I very happy with Shannon’s work, but I held her in high regard and very much appreciated having her on our investigative team. I quickly assured Shannon of that, but I really felt very bad for her. What an unprofessional and underhanded thing for Donny to do. He was obviously trying to drive a wedge between Shannon and me, but why?

The more I thought about it, the less the reason mattered. Donny had really outdone himself this time, and quite frankly he was becoming more trouble than he was worth. But what could I do? I wanted to kick him off the case, but that would be difficult without Joe here to back me up. I didn’t want to go to Vinny, because dragging an acting SSA into the drama wouldn’t be fair. I knew what needed to be done for now, at least, and that was to confront Donny about his unacceptable behavior—again.

The next morning when I came into the office, I was not in a particularly good mood, mainly because I was not looking forward to talking with Donny about the previous day’s revelations. Donny hadn’t arrived yet, so I logged into my computer, as I did every day, to check the electronic case file for the Settineri investigation. Each active FBI investigation has an electronic case file, with a specific title and an assigned case number. In that file, an electronic report is created for every investigative and administrative action that is taken, and those reports are automatically forwarded to the supervisor for approval. Most basic and administrative reports only require SSA approval, but some documents can require a higher level of approval from the assistant special agent in charge (ASAC), or even the SAC, of an FBI field office. In some instances, FBI Headquarters or Department of Justice approval can be required as well, depending on the subject matter. For example, when you are requesting funds or a seeking approval to conduct an undercover meeting or to employ a wiretap on a subject’s phone, a higher level of approval is required before the document is forwarded into the file. Due to the standard delay for approvals, and because several agents and other FBI employees were assigned to the investigation, it was my responsibility as the case agent to periodically monitor the file and stay abreast of all ongoing investigative activity.

After opening the Settineri case file, I began to review the documents that had been uploaded the previous day, as I did each morning. As I read the latest document, written by Donny and approved by Vinny, a sense of relief flooded over me. Donny had written an electronic communication (EC) requesting to be removed as co–case agent from the Settineri investigation, and it had been approved in the system by the acting SSA. It was official: Donny was no longer a part of my investigation, and more importantly, he was no longer my problem. As I was thanking my lucky stars for my good fortune, Vinny came into the squad area and approached my desk.

“Hey, Jerry, did you see Donny’s EC? I didn’t ask him why he wanted off your case, but I assumed you knew. I probably should have called you before I approved it. I didn’t screw up, did I?” Vinny asked sheepishly.

“No way, buddy. I’m totally on board with it,” I replied with a beaming smile.

“I bet you are. I know I would be too,” Vinny said, smiling back at me.

Nothing else needed to be said, so Vinny walked back toward the SSA office. His comments had confirmed for me, once and for all, that everyone on the squad seemed to have Donny’s number, and I finally did too.

If I needed any reassurance that having Donny off the case was a blessing, there was little room for doubt when I came into the office a few days later. Waiting for me on my seat was a single piece of paper with a yellow sticky note on it. On the sticky note was a smiley face, and the note was from Vinny. The sheet of paper was a copy of an EC written by none other than Donny. And unsurprisingly, it was a case opening for subject “Pasquale Pappalardo.”

I laughed to myself as I read the EC. Even though most agents do not conduct themselves in such a manner, this was par for the course when it came to Donny. My first thought was that he could investigate a bottom feeder like Pappalardo if he wanted; it would have no significance or impact on the Settineri case. At least it would keep Donny busy and away from me.

Joe was due back the following week, and I was reminded of the conversation that I had with him concerning Donny. It would be good to have Joe back. I had much to update him on when he returned. I couldn’t help but smile because I knew I would get an “I told you so” when I filled him in on the latest escapades involving Donny.
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Culture, Policy, Career


In addition to having an acting supervisory special agent (SSA) while Joe was in Iraq, the Miami FBI’s criminal branch, of which my organized crime squad was a part, was led by an acting assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) for a time. The position was vacant due to the promotion of the previous ASAC to FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ). In the FBI, each branch in a field office has an ASAC who is in charge of overseeing several squads (the number of squads depends on the size of the FBI division), and each squad SSA reports to the ASAC. Vacant supervisory positions in the FBI are temporarily filled by personnel who manage in an “acting” capacity. Up until that period (2006 to 2010), vacancies typically opened up when the supervisor was absent for a short time, such as when on leave or away for training, with the supervisor resuming the position immediately upon return. Around that time, however, we started to see more turnover in management positions. The result was more “acting” officials in the FBI squads and branches, mainly because the Bureau found it difficult to keep pace and fill the constantly rotating positions.

I have always felt that this was detrimental to the agents on those squads, because when an “acting” is in charge, obtaining necessary guidance and approvals for ongoing investigations can be difficult, when time-sensitive decisions and actions can make or break a case. Continuity in leadership is very important to the success of institutions such as the military and law enforcement, which adhere to standards of protocol and a strict chain of command. Successful FBI agents, like soldiers, are mission driven. Knowledge and understanding of the leadership style of your immediate supervisors allows you to be more secure in the direction and the strategic focus of your mission. FBI investigations can be very nuanced; they are rarely black-and-white. Therefore, guidance and advice from an experienced and vested SSA can often make the difference between success and failure in an investigation. The FBI’s primary mission is investigating suspected violations of federal law and keeping the American people safe. These are very important duties that FBI agents are sworn to conduct, and continuity in our immediate supervisors can be crucial to carrying them out successfully.

So how and why did continuity of the immediate FBI supervisor positions become such a controversial issue? In my opinion, it started sometime soon after 9/11, when a new priority, which I like to describe as “careerism,” began to take hold in the FBI.

The counterproductive concept of careerism was created by FBIHQ executive management and quickly spread to the FBI field offices. In no time at all, promotions and titles started to become the focus of many otherwise dedicated agents in the field. FBIHQ, in a culture shift in the organization’s command-and-control structure, seemed to want to centralize its power base and began to create dozens and dozens of new units and positions in Washington, DC. Some agents and SSAs suddenly felt pressured and encouraged by FBI brass to seek advancement to FBIHQ in order to fill the ever-increasing newly created positions. Some of the encouragement from FBIHQ had to do with financial gain, and the pressure aspect was reflected in some agents asking themselves, “Am I missing out on an advancement opportunity?”

To encourage the careerism movement, FBIHQ created the eighteen-month temporary duty (TDY) program, which had a devastating impact on FBI field operations. The program was created to entice young and mid-career agents to apply for FBIHQ positions, and the application process required the employee to spend an inordinate amount of their workday researching and studying job postings, then completing a time-consuming job application for each position of interest. Because FBIHQ wanted to beef up its ranks, agents with as little as four years (later changed to six) on the job were eligible to apply. The result? Many young agents, who in previous years would have been working cases in the field and learning the finer points of being an FBI special agent, were now being encouraged to join the management ranks at FBIHQ. Years three through eight are the crucial development period for young agents, and prior to the eighteen-month TDY program, they spent this time learning, working, and striving to become known as “good” agents. During the latter half of my career, finding a consistent partner to work with could be difficult, as so many agents were leaving for the golden pastures of FBIHQ. And who could blame them? Besides being encouraged, they were also rewarded financially as well. An agent who agreed to go to FBIHQ for eighteen months would be promoted to GS-14 for that period, paid per diem, and given a monthly housing allowance. This could result in nice profit for the agent, all for taking a sabbatical in Washington, DC, for a year and a half. At the end of the period, you had several options. You could agree to go permanent and stay in your position at headquarters, which the creators of the program hoped you would do. Otherwise, you could apply for SSA positions in the field, or you could just return to the field office that you came from as a GS-13 field agent. In the first ten years of the program, those who did return to their original field office (which was the majority) were often rewarded with a paygrade step increase above their current level. This was a tremendous boost for an agent’s career earnings.

In my opinion, the eighteen-month TDY program was and is a financial disaster for the FBI. Even more damaging, I believe, is the impact that it has had on the quality and experience level of agents in the field today. Not only were young and enthusiastic agents lured away to FBIHQ, but worse yet, I noticed that most of the agents who returned rarely seemed to have the enthusiasm, energy, or desire to conduct basic street agent duties again. They either spent most of their time perusing current supervisor job postings or preferred to assume a role in one of the ever-increasing “coordinator” positions that are available in all FBI divisions. Coordinator positions are administrative roles held by GS-13 FBI agents and are generally exempt from any investigative or FBI enforcement duties.

When the FBI decided to revamp the policies governing the selection, promotion, and retention of the lower management positions, it instituted another policy that had equally devastating effects. This shortsighted policy affected the forced removal of experienced and competent supervisors at the SSA level in the field offices. This critical level has a direct impact on FBI field agents,  how they conduct federal investigations, and how they perform their national security responsibilities on the streets of America every day. The policy, known as “seven year up or out,” first began around 2005 as “five year up or out” but was later changed to seven years due to the near-universal resistance to it. The FBI director, despite the unpopularity of the policy and the FBI agents association’s persistent requests and efforts to abolish it, would only relent to changing the period from five years to seven. Up until that time, FBI agents who held the position of SSA could basically supervise a squad of agents in an FBI field office indefinitely, at the discretion of the special agent in charge, if they were performing their job proficiently, as long as they had not yet reached the age of fifty-seven (mandatory retirement). With the new policy implemented by then FBI director Robert Mueller, SSAs who had held that position for seven years must either be promoted (which meant going to FBIHQ) or step down from the position of SSA (GS-14) and become a field agent (GS-13) again. In other words, go to FBIHQ and help feed the machine or be demoted. At that time, there were essentially no promotion opportunities for SSAs within their divisions because the ASAC position was nearly always filled by FBIHQ personnel.

I call the first few years of this policy the “great brain drain,” because a large percentage of the SSAs who had completed seven years chose to step down from their positions and become field agents in their respective divisions rather than go to FBIHQ. The result was the loss of vast numbers of seasoned SSAs who were forced out, taking their knowledge, skills, and experience with them. In the Miami division, we had many knowledgeable and experienced SSAs who not only led their squads but also trained and passed on their knowledge to the next generation of agents. Before this policy took effect, in many instances I visited or called various SSAs who were known as subject matter experts in particular areas. For example, when suspected Cuban agents appeared in one of my early terrorism cases, I paid a visit to Raul, who was the SSA of the Miami Cuban Counterintelligence Squad at that time. Raul immediately provided a tutorial of known tendencies, tradecraft, and operational practices of Cuban agents operating within the United States. Another time, when I was seeking to initiate a telephone wiretap on a subject’s phone, known as a Title III application, I called Henry, the SSA of a Miami drug squad‌‌‌‌. Henry was not only one of the most knowledgeable Title III SSAs in Miami but also one of the best SSAs in the FBI. Henry provided me with ponies (FBI code for example documents), along with invaluable tips for how best to proceed. When someone had a question concerning public corruption matters, everyone knew that Mario was the go-to SSA.

These SSAs would always have an answer for you. They possessed invaluable knowledge and experience but were forced to give up their positions because they chose not to advance to FBIHQ. They and many knowledgeable SSAs within the FBI were replaced by new SSAs with far less experience and knowledge. As explained earlier, a lot of these new SSAs only had about six years’ experience in the field as agents, compared with this old guard of SSAs who usually averaged at least ten years’ experience in the field before advancing to SSA. When the first batch of veteran SSAs was replaced in 2005 and 2006, a generation of knowledge and expertise was lost for good. As a result, the next generation of new field agents did not receive optimal training. And when those new agents became senior agents, SSAs, and the like, they were less prepared than they could have been. And, on and on. From that time forward, I believe that the FBI as an organization has been less effective, less experienced, and less confident in its abilities to perform its duties as a federal law enforcement agency.
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Manny the Businessman


Meanwhile, not only did our continued surveillance confirm that Roberto Settineri spent a lot of time consorting with Italian organized crime members, but it also became apparent that he was very close to several Italian restaurant owners in the greater Miami area. We had learned that Settineri’s favorite hangout and meeting spot was a place called, believe it or not, the Soprano Restaurant. It was located on Lincoln Road, the pedestrian walkway in Miami Beach peppered with upscale shops and restaurants, where the most glamorous and beautiful people in Miami Beach came to be seen. We also soon discovered that Settineri liked to claim part ownership in the Soprano Restaurant, but we were never able to find any proof of that. Nonetheless, any successful mobster would want to set up shop there. It proved his bona fides and prestige, and Settineri used the Soprano Restaurant to dine, drink wine, and conduct his business several days a week. Settineri was a special VIP customer at the Soprano, and not once during the dozens of times that he was observed there did he pay for his meal. And on more than one occasion he was observed receiving a white envelope filled with cash from the actual owner of the restaurant. Either the proprietor was paying cash to a legitimate business partner, or he was being “shaken down” and paying “tribute” to Settineri. I believed the latter, of course. I mean, who discreetly pays his business partner with an envelope of cash, at a table, while the so-called business partner is eating and drinking wine? Not to mention that Settineri was nowhere to be found on any public documents listing him in any ownership capacity.

In addition to operating his criminal enterprise and enjoying the good life in Miami Beach, Settineri also spent a lot of time traveling to New York, Sicily, Panama, and even Cuba. In New York, one of Settineri’s frequently visited friends was none other than reputed Gambino capo Gaetano Napoli. Bernardo and the agents in the New York office had things covered on that end, and they would conduct the surveillances when Settineri traveled to New York. The fact that Settineri and Napoli maintained a friendly working relationship was of significance to me because it confirmed a strong connection between Settineri’s Sicilian crime family and the New York La Cosa Nostra crime families, something we did not often see at that time. The New York families and the Sicilian mafia members generally did not like one another, let alone work together. However, Settineri and Napoli appeared to maintain some type of ongoing and friendly working relationship.

After several months of analyzing and digesting everything that we had learned about Settineri and his many associates, we found that in addition to the wine and restaurant business, Settineri was also involved in several “boiler room” ventures. Boiler rooms are makeshift offices crammed with telephone solicitors who engage in high-pressure and usually fraudulent sales pitches, and they are notoriously operated by organized crime groups. We discovered that much as he had with Leo, Settineri was recruiting other individuals who were running legitimate businesses, then using his typical mafia-style extortion tactics and forcing himself into the business as a “partner.” Settineri would then pressure the business owner into utilizing fraudulent sales tactics to increase revenue. Like any good mobster, he would then skim a large share of the profits from the business for himself in return for his “blessing and protection.”

Many of Settineri’s associates were now confirmed to have strong organized crime connections. Some were involved in drug trafficking and the operation of illegal boiler rooms; many others were just your run-of-the-mill scammers. What was the best and most efficient way to proceed with the investigation?

I was beginning to realize that Leo would likely only be in a position to provide information and intelligence on Settineri’s businesses, associates, travel plans, and social life. Although Settineri was technically extorting Leo, we wanted and needed something more than extortion charges. I felt that Leo was not in a position to get anything beyond that. Although vital to the investigation, intelligence was not the end game. I now knew a lot more about Settineri and whom he kept company with, and where there’s smoke, there is usually fire. If Settineri was participating in criminal activity in South Florida, collecting the necessary evidence in a manner that would enable us to develop federal charges against him and his associates was the overall goal.

I made a few phone calls to some local police officers with whom I had a working relationship from the Broward Sheriff’s Office (BSO) and Miami-Dade Police Department (MDPD). I gave the BSO and MDPD officers a few of the names of Settineri’s associates to see if they recognized anyone or if there were any active police investigations into those persons. It was worth a shot because if they had any information, or better yet, if they were close to pressing any charges on any of Settineri’s associates, that might help my investigation. Unfortunately, I had no initial success with my BSO and MDPD counterparts. They did offer to do some further checking around for me, such as running some of the names of Settineri’s associates by other police agencies. Thanking them, I declined. “I want to keep this one close to the vest for now,” I told them. I figured it was best not to put too much information out on the street to other agencies I had not worked with before, especially this early in the game. What would happen if one of the police officers asked the wrong informant about some of Settineri’s associates, and the informant couldn’t keep his mouth shut? There was no doubt that Settineri had eyes and ears everywhere—guys like him always did. Even if you were not asking about Settineri directly, a careless informant running his mouth to the wrong guy could blow the entire case. With a target like Settineri, you had to keep your investigation airtight.

I briefly considered another option: paying a “friendly” visit to one of Settineri’s associates myself. I would choose the one I believed to be the most approachable and most likely to cooperate. Under this scenario, I would tell him that the FBI knew about his criminal activity but would consider giving him a break if he was willing to cooperate and work for us against Settineri. This tactic works sometimes, especially if you are fortunate enough to find the right guy who is really in it deep and only wants to protect himself. This can also be risky, however, because he may think that you are bluffing, or he may simply be too afraid of Settineri to want to get involved. You then have someone out there who knows about the investigation, is not on your team, and could possibly spill the beans. This was not a risk that I was willing to take at that early stage.

I was quickly running out of options, and I knew that there was only one thing left to do. Although obvious, it would come at a price. The stage was now set for utilizing one of the most difficult, time-consuming, and dangerous tactics in all of law enforcement operations: inserting an undercover agent into the investigation. So, what would be the best approach in this case? There was no one better to ask than Jack Garcia when it came to penetrating a difficult target in the Italian mafia world.

As noted earlier, I had previously worked an investigation with Jack, widely considered one of the best undercover agents in FBI history. He would have been my first choice for the Settineri investigation, but unfortunately he had retired. When Jack was working for the FBI, he was a larger-than-life personality who worked many successful undercover cases that targeted high-level mafia and cartel leaders. In his book, Making Jack Falcone, Jack illustrates his fantastic career as an FBI undercover agent and discusses the challenges along with the successes. Jack, with whom I had remained close after his retirement, was a wealth of information. Once I began the process of creating the undercover scenario for the Settineri investigation, I would often seek his advice for tips on how best to infiltrate the inner circle of someone of Settineri’s stature.

Fortunately, one of the best undercover agents in the FBI at the time—I’ll call him “Manny”—fit the exact profile that we were looking for in our plan to infiltrate Settineri’s criminal enterprise. Of Colombian descent, Manny was in his early fifties and had twenty plus years of FBI experience working against drug cartels and narcotics traffickers. Although Settineri was only forty years old at the time, he was what I would describe as an “old soul.” One of the things that I most respected about Settineri was that he seemed to operate like an old-school mafioso—like those mafia members often portrayed in Hollywood movies. Settineri seemed to believe in certain rules of behavior and to value characteristics like honor, respect, and loyalty, and he believed in the code of silence, the “omertà,” demanded by the old-time mafia don’s. Settineri did not take these traits lightly; he lived by them. That is not to say that Settineri was quick to trust strangers or new acquaintances, however. Once he got to know you a little, once he looked directly into your eyes and sized you up, he just might be willing to give you a chance, if you passed his test—demonstrating a reverence for and adherence to the same time-honored characteristics that Settineri so strongly believed in.

This was where Manny came in, but he had much to learn. Although Manny was a very experienced and successful undercover FBI agent, every case is unique. Since I was the case agent, I knew the investigation better than anyone. It was my job to provide Manny with everything I had learned about Settineri in the last few months, especially his connections to known organized crime figures and shady businessmen in Miami and New York. I also apprised the FBI undercover of the manner in which Settineri navigated the Miami Beach social scene and of the many celebrities and socially prominent people who were among his friends and acquaintances.

That was a lot of information, and it would take several weeks sitting down with Manny, briefing him on the finer details of the investigation and the psyche of Settineri, to prepare him for a meeting—that is, if he were lucky enough to even get one. If there was a first meeting, Manny must be properly prepared, or there likely wouldn’t be a second one.

Once I was confident that Manny had obtained a thorough working knowledge of Settineri’s habits, inner circle, and criminal activity, I then outlined the investigative objectives. From there, we worked together to develop a specific undercover scenario in which Manny would be introduced to Settineri, much as I had done with Leo. We knew that Settineri, like any other successful mafioso, was always on the lookout for good and reliable “business partners.” These had to be individuals he could make money with, but more importantly, they had to be like-minded people that Settineri could trust.

Being in Miami, we didn’t need to reach too far into our bag of tricks for a cover story. We could easily pose Manny as a Miami “businessman,” just not your everyday run-of-the-mill businessman. “Manny the businessman” would have lots of money, with an entourage of dedicated employees, multiple shell companies, and a fleet of high-end automobiles. And he would have a yacht, of course, because every former drug trafficker who now launders money for the Colombian cartels must have a yacht. After much discussion, we decided that should not be a difficult role for Manny, mainly because he had played it many times before in other FBI investigations. Even though Manny was quite familiar and comfortable with this role, I gently reminded my colleague that Settineri would be a much more difficult and formidable target. In fact, Settineri would likely be one of the most challenging targets that he would ever face—especially when it came to convincing him of his trustworthiness and gaining entrance into his world.

Manny was a professional, however, and a seasoned FBI undercover agent who was very good at his job, and I felt confident that he was well prepared. Since the role was familiar to him, the specific undercover scenario was similar as well. Manny would be targeting a high-level subject in the Miami area, so he would be a “flash and cash” type of guy: a flashy guy who liked the finer things in life, with the cash to match. Manny would only eat in the finest restaurants, party at the coolest places in Miami Beach, and surround himself with beautiful women. He would aways travel in style, often with trusted confidantes who were there simply for Manny’s convenience. This was the type of guy that Settineri would want to do business with. But coming up with this type of a persona for Manny to play would be the easy part. The most difficult part would be for Manny to convince Settineri that he actually was who he appeared to be. I reminded Manny that Settineri would scrutinize everything about him, closely observing Manny’s body language and how he carried himself. Did he dress like a person of such stature would normally dress? How did he speak to others? Did Manny command and receive respect from those around him?

Settineri would conduct such an evaluation primarily for three reasons. Number one, and foremost, was to determine if Manny was a cop. And if Manny passed that test, number two, Settineri would want to determine if Manny was someone that he could realistically make good money with. Number three was to see whether Manny had the same level of sophistication as Settineri. If Settineri were to go into business with you, he had to believe that you shared the same values as he did. The code, remember? You must adhere to Settineri’s code of honor, trustworthiness, and loyalty. Settineri believed that he was a high-level guy as well as an important mafioso, and in his mind, Manny would not be worth his time if he were not at his level. Money was not as important to Settineri as principle, which is what separated him from most other gangsters and made him and his inner circle so difficult to penetrate.

I was hopeful that Manny could pull it off, but I knew that once Settineri had the opportunity to size him up and gauge Manny’s loyalty, that’s when the true test would begin. How would the relationship progress from there? Would Settineri engage in conversations that could be deemed criminal in nature? If so, how long would it take for Settineri to do so? FBI management will not allow you to proceed for very long in an investigation if your “bad guy” isn’t talking what we call “dirty” with your undercover. These were the many questions that you would ask yourself as the case agent of the investigation, and as frustrating as it was, there was no way to know any of the answers yet.
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“Ricardo”


Meanwhile, a startling discovery was brought to my attention, courtesy of my Italian National Police (INP) counterparts. The INP had confirmation of a significant relationship concerning Settineri, and it came as a result of a routine trip that Settineri had taken from Miami to Sicily. As with any other trip to Sicily, the INP had begun surveillance on Settineri as soon as he had landed in Palermo. During previous trips, the INP had observed Settineri meeting with various organized crime members, as well as several local officials and residents. On this recent trip, however, the INP had captured a photo of Settineri meeting with a mysterious individual whom it would take some time and effort to identify.

It turned out that the individual in question was from Miami, and his background was like something out of a Tom Clancy novel. The man, whom I will call “Ricardo,” was of Cuban descent, and he was a former employee of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and of the infamous Blackwater corporation. As if I didn’t already have my hands full with Settineri and efforts to identify the important members of his criminal enterprise, this shocking revelation added a whole new twist to the case. What was Settineri doing meeting with a former CIA/Blackwater operative? Was Settineri on the CIA’s radar? If so, this could cause big problems for my criminal investigation. National security cases always trumped criminal cases, and if Settineri was involved with some sort of CIA operation, my case could be shut down before it had ever even gotten off the ground.

While I was still trying to digest all of this, I knew what I needed to do right away. I would obviously need to alert FBI Miami management of the news, but I would also have to inform FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ) that Ricardo had made an abrupt appearance in my case. There had already been a heightened level of FBIHQ interest in the Settineri investigation as of late, and I knew that with this Ricardo news, their interest would rise to a whole new level. This meant that my FBIHQ colleagues would now move from interested to full-on oversight mode, with increased scrutiny, to include frequent case updates, both verbal and in writing. They would also likely want to “play” the role of co–case agent and give advice and suggestions for how to run my investigation. Actually, I had a good relationship with my FBIHQ unit, and I knew that they would just be trying to do their job as well as possible. The prospect was more of an annoyance than anything, because now I would have to take valuable time away from my investigation to placate the FBIHQ machine. Little did I know that at the time FBIHQ scrutiny on field investigations was not nearly as intense as it has become in recent years.

As far as I was concerned, the discovery of the Settineri and Ricardo rendezvous couldn’t have happened at a worse time. The next step in my operational plan was to attempt to infiltrate Settineri’s organization with an FBI undercover agent, and this was the most important and difficult aspect of the investigation. It would consume all of our time and energy for the next few weeks, and I didn’t need a wrench like this to slow down our efforts or progress.

With Donny no longer working on the case, that left only Shannon and me, and we had more work than we could handle. My acting assistant special agent in charge (ASAC), Rick Brodsky, had gone out of his way to check up on me on a regular basis while Joe was away. I had always gotten along well with Rick, and being a former and respected organized crime case agent himself, he had been very supportive of the Settineri investigation. My squad, C-9, was located at an off-site satellite several miles away from the FBI Miami main office in North Miami Beach. All of my work on the Settineri investigation was taking place in Miami and Miami Beach, so it became burdensome for me to commute to the off-site location, then drive back south to the greater Miami area to work the case. It made more sense logistically for me to work out of the main office in Miami, so I asked Rick if there was a cubicle available there. He agreed without hesitation, and I was grateful because now I could devote more time to the case instead of spending a lot of unnecessary time in traffic.

Rick also knew that the Settineri investigation was understaffed, as he had been fully briefed on the Donny incident. He seemed to appreciate that I continued to work hard, without complaint, while being shorthanded. One afternoon, I received a call from Rick while I was driving back from Miami Beach after a meeting with Leo. He wanted to know if I could stop by his office that afternoon when I had a chance. When an ASAC, acting or not, asks to see you, you usually drop everything and go right away. Within thirty minutes I was back in the main office and tapping lightly on Rick’s office door.

“Have a seat, buddy. How’s everything going?” he asked.

“Everything is good,” I said. “The case is moving along nicely.”

I was a little nervous because I really didn’t have any idea what he wanted to see me about. Rick’s body language, however, was telling me that he had something urgent on his mind.

“Listen, I know how hard you have been working,” Rick started out. “You have your hands full leading the case, and Shannon is doing a great job as the administrative agent, but on a case of this magnitude, I know that you need more help, a copilot. Someone with some experience, someone that can run at your level and help you keep the plane in the air.”

I nodded my head in agreement, not knowing where this was going but anxious to find out.

“I think that I have someone for you. I was thinking of bringing Alex Peraza from the Cargo Theft Squad over to help you out on the Settineri case, if you are good with it.”

“Has Alex agreed to come over to C-9?” I asked. I didn’t know Alex well at the time, but I did know that he had many years on the job and was well respected. More importantly, the twenty-year veteran was widely considered one of the top-performing agents in the Miami Division. Fifty years old and of Cuban descent, Alex had an outgoing personality and was very intelligent. Every FBI division has four or five true “long ball hitters,” and Alex was definitely one of them in Miami.

“Yes, he just told me this morning that he is up for the challenge of helping on the Settineri case, but only if you agree to it,” Rick replied.

“Of course,” I said. “I would love to have Alex on the case, and thank you for making it happen.”

I was really excited to have an agent of Alex’s caliber on the team, and with the way the Settineri case was evolving, someone with Alex’s knowledge and experience could help me balance the load.

Within a few days, Alex reported for duty as a member of the Settineri investigative team. I would spend several days getting him settled in, finding a cubicle for him in the main office near me, and bringing him up to speed on the investigation and the overall objectives.

Not long after Alex joined the team, I received another call that would fundamentally change the direction of the investigation. Barry, the chief from the U.S. Attorney’s Office, called to ask if we could meet in his office the following morning. I had been working well with my assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA), Bob, but I had a sinking feeling that something else was brewing at the U.S. Attorney’s Office. To receive a call from the chief, with no mention of my AUSA, meant that this wasn’t a routine meeting. I brought Alex along, because he was a new squad member who had not yet met Barry or Bob.

When we walked into his office the next morning, Barry greeted us with his usual friendly smile, then got right down to business.

“Thanks for stopping by. I wanted you to hear it from me first, especially because the Settineri case will be directly impacted,” he said.

Oh no, what now, I thought? My mind raced. I couldn’t help but wonder if either I or the case was in some kind of trouble. Sensing my consternation, Barry let it out quickly, saying simply, “I’m retiring.”

What, that’s it? Why did he call me all the way up here to tell me something that he could have just as easily told me over the phone? But he wasn’t finished.

“My replacement is coming from DOJ headquarters, and she will not only be the chief, but she also wants to personally oversee the Settineri investigation,” he continued. “So, in other words, she will not only replace me but she will replace Bob as the AUSA on your case.”

Now it was coming into focus for me. I understood why he felt the need to call me in and tell me personally, and I appreciated it.

“Well, first of all, congratulations on the retirement,” I said, “and thank you for breaking the news to me in person about our new AUSA. But why would the new chief want to wear two hats by being the AUSA on my case?”

This was a logical question, because the chief who oversees a unit of AUSAs rarely works as the main prosecutor on an individual case. They usually have their hands full with the primary duty of managing the team they are responsible for.

“Well, as you know, your case is getting a lot of attention at FBIHQ. Now it looks like it has gotten on the radar of DOJ as well, especially after they got word about the CIA guy,” Barry explained, referring to Ricardo and his meeting with Settineri in Sicily.

“Great,” I replied, “just what I need, oversight from both DOJ and FBIHQ.” Barry and Alex both laughed.

“Do you know anything about her?” I asked.

“Nope, I don’t know her at all, but I’m sure she will be fantastic,” Barry said.

This time we all laughed. Barry likely laughed because he was retiring and knew it was no longer his problem. Alex and I laughed out of an equal measure of uncertainty and cynicism.
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Big Cases, Big Problems


The Settineri case was already on its second FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ) substantive desk supervisor, who was more like a “program manager” than a supervisor in the practical sense of the word. Each branch (criminal, terrorism, counterintelligence, white collar, etc.) within an FBI field office has a corresponding FBIHQ unit that is assigned oversight responsibilities for its investigations. Therefore, a unit at the FBIHQ Criminal Division has regional oversight of organized crime investigations not only in Miami but in other FBI field offices. This is known as the FBI “substantive desk,” and it has an assigned supervisory special agent (SSA) who sits in Washington, DC. The duties of an FBIHQ SSA have evolved some over the years. Early in my career the “sub desk” supervisor was primarily there to support your case by helping agents obtain the approval signatures from FBIHQ that were sometimes necessary during an investigation. They would also help you to obtain additional funding and resources if there was a need or if they were available. At that time, the FBIHQ SSA would not generally “get into the weeds” of your investigation unless you specifically requested such assistance. Later, as the policy and culture shift continued to unfold and intensify each year, the FBIHQ SSA seemed to insist on taking a more active role in investigations. Some might argue that having an FBIHQ SSA involved in the details of a case could be a good thing, right? And my answer to that would be, perhaps, in theory. In reality, however, this involvement was usually more hindrance than help.

To understand why I and many other experienced field office agents felt this way, several factors must be considered. First, who were these FBIHQ SSAs, and how did they attain such positions of authority? Remember the eighteen-month temporary duty (TDY) program that encouraged young agents to forgo their formative years and opt to enter the management program track? Eligibility for a position as a substantive desk FBIHQ SSA required only four years (later six) of experience in the field as an FBI special agent. Any agent worth his salt will tell you that at years four through six, you are just beginning to figure things out on the job, and at that point in your career, it can be difficult enough just to keep up with your own investigative duties and responsibilities. Because agents are still learning and gaining the valuable experience needed to develop basic skills, most are really not yet ready to supervise other agents. Second, FBIHQ had a difficult time staffing the multitude of positions that it continued to create. Many agents believe, and I agree, that there are too many units and positions at FBIHQ and that the FBI as a whole is too “top-heavy.” In our opinion, a lot of the positions at FBIHQ are unnecessary and duplicative, and too much power is centralized in Washington, DC. This excessive centralization creates more bureaucracy, in essence making it much more difficult than it should be for agents to do their jobs in the field. The fact is, for the first half of my career and the decades before that, most agents in the field did not aspire to serve in positions at FBIHQ. Most were happy to remain in the field, where they were directly involved with investigative work, which is what most agents signed up to do in the first place.

The FBI has always had difficulty in attracting agents to apply for positions at its headquarters. As discussed, this change in the FBI culture resulted in the creation and expansion of FBI administrative positions in Washington, DC, which was the primary reason for the eighteen-month TDY program that encouraged young and mid-career agents to apply to fill these newly created positions. Up until that time, most young FBI agents wished only to be known as a “good agent.” It may sound simplistic, but that estimation carried weight within the FBI as an indication of how other agents, your peers, gauged your level of competency. To be called a “good agent” was a great compliment, because it conveyed a reputation for a high level of competency, a strong work ethic, and reliability in performing your duties. Every agent in every FBI field office knows who the “good agents” are because their reputations precede them. These good agents, who after a while become the “senior” agents, are the people whom other agents seek out to work with or for advice. Before the culture changed, even the SSAs and assistant special agents in charge (ASACs) would often seek input from these good or senior agents. These are the guys who perform at a high level, consistently putting points on the board and the bad guys in jail.

At one time, these were the agents who were actually doing the hard work that kept the squads afloat. Of course, you still had the SSAs who were technically in charge and managed the squad, but even they knew where their bread was buttered. They knew that these agents were the ones who performed, who set the good examples for the younger agents on the squad, and who, at the end of the day, made the SSA and the entire squad look good to the high brass. I liken it to a pro sports team that has a coach to run things but is fortunate enough to have a few star players. The star players often perform at a level that most others cannot. It is usually the rare talent and skill of these star players that is on display for everyone to see and brings success to the team. These star players are the ones who receive the recognition, adulation, and respect of the fans and the media. They are the performers who, win or lose, are out there on the field every day, laying it on the line.

I use this analogy because this is the way that the FBI used to be when it came to those agents who performed at a high level, and these high-performing agents were in turn recognized and respected. These agents were highly encouraged and given great deference and latitude to continue performing for the greater good of the FBI and for the country as a whole. But somewhere along the way, seemingly during the FBI’s culture reset and transformation, the FBI clipped the wings of those high performers. For some reason, it did not want them to fly high anymore, at least not without FBIHQ management being completely in control of the flight. The Bureau began to implement roadblocks in the form of increased bureaucratic policy requirements, such as excessive administrative and operational approvals, which often unnecessarily slow or halt an investigation completely. It seems most important now that FBIHQ maintains complete oversight and control, often at the expense of the greater good of the investigation. In recent years, I have been as shocked as your average citizen on the street when it became public that some high-profile investigations were being conducted and led by FBIHQ. The results of those investigations, I think, speak for themselves. A police task force officer who worked for many years with the FBI recently asked me, “What happened to you guys? It used to be that when I brought something to the FBI, you guys took it and ran with it. Now, agents are telling me that they can’t do this or they can’t do that, because they have to wait for approvals from headquarters, even for basic investigative things.” Unfortunately, I didn’t have a good answer for him.

After Barry’s retirement as the chief of the organized crime section at the U.S. Attorney’s Office, official word came down that a replacement had been named. Just as Barry had warned, the replacement for his position would be coming from the Department of Justice (DOJ) in Washington, DC, instead of an assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA) being promoted from within the local Miami U.S Attorney’s Office. As I have previously pointed out, a new special agent in charge or ASAC typically has very little effect on the day-to-day activities of a street agent, and the same can generally be said when a branch chief of the U.S. Attorney’s Office is replaced. This time, however, the replacement directly impacted me and the Settineri case. Not long after my meeting with Barry, when he privately declared his retirement, my FBIHQ sub desk SSA, whom I will call “Ryan,” called me to announce that a DOJ attorney, whom I will call “Victoria,” had been named as the new chief of the organized crime section at the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Miami. FBIHQ normally would not become involved or even feel the need to contact an agent to announce the naming of a new branch chief. But I suspected why it was different this time.

“Jerry,” Ryan said timidly, “Victoria is not only going to be the chief but she also wants to be the AUSA on the Settineri case.”

“I heard,” I said, “but how can that be? That would be wearing two hats. That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, it would make sense if you are the type that likes to be in control of everything, and if you are someone who is looking to quickly make a name for yourself,” Ryan said. “Be careful with her. I did some checking around with some friends at DOJ, and she doesn’t have a very good reputation here in DC,” he warned. “My guess is that she has found out that your case is the biggest Italian organized crime case in the FBI right now, and she wants to get her fingerprints on it.”

“Thanks for the heads up, Ryan, I appreciate it.” I didn’t have much else to say to that news.

A U.S. Attorney’s Office chief does not work as the prosecutor for an individual case, absent extenuating circumstances, because their main responsibility is to oversee several AUSAs who are all working multiple investigations in the unit. If what Ryan said was true, that the “extenuating circumstances” were that Victoria simply wanted to get her fingers on the Settineri case, then this also likely meant that she would try to micromanage the investigation as well. I was very concerned that she would also want to play “case agent” in addition to performing the duties of prosecuting attorney. With all of these morose thoughts running through my mind, all I could think about was a saying that an older agent had repeated to me many years ago: “Big cases, big problems; no cases, no problems.” How true.

One morning not long thereafter, my desk phone rang, and the caller ID alerted me that it was someone from the U.S. Attorney’s Office.

“Hello, this is Jerry.”

“Hi, Jerry, this is Victoria from the U.S. Attorney’s Office. I would like to set up a meeting as soon as possible so that we can discuss the Settineri case.”

After a short conversation, the call was over. On hanging up, I wondered if my earlier concerns were a bit premature. Victoria had actually come across as pleasant, respectful, and deferential. Maybe she was going to be an asset to the Settineri investigation after all. My thoughts were soon interrupted by an email from FBIHQ. Our undercover proposal for the Settineri investigation had been approved. With the approval, the Settineri investigation was now officially code named “Paesan Blues.”
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Keeping Up with Jones


“Have a seat. Thanks for coming by,” Victoria said, giving Alex and me a quick smile as we made our introductions.

And just as quickly, the smile disappeared, and her face turned serious. Not offering a handshake, Victoria was clearly going to be all business. She was petite in stature, with medium-length curly, reddish hair. She had a pale complexion and had the frazzled look of someone who survived on copious amounts of coffee and little sleep. As Alex and I took the two empty seats in front of her, I thought how strange it was to be in Barry’s office with someone else sitting at his desk.

With the brief formalities over, she got right got right to the point. “I have been reading up on the case for the last few weeks, and I have some suggestions,” Victoria began.

I replied, “I can start off with a quick briefing of the case for you if you would like to hear that first—”

“That’s not necessary,” Victoria interrupted. “Like I said, I have been reading up on the investigation for a while now.”

“OK, sure,” I laughed, in the way you do when you have nothing else to say. Alex remained silent as well.

So this was how it was going to be? She couldn’t even be bothered to listen to a quick briefing from the person who knew the case inside and out? How could she possibly think that she was in a position to provide “suggestions” for an investigation when her only source of information was the case file?

I began to think back to our phone conversation of the day before, when I had been lulled into thinking that maybe she was going to be a welcome addition to the team. I should have been alerted when she said that she wanted to “discuss the Settineri case” instead of asking me to brief her on it, like any other new prosecutor would have done. It was quickly becoming apparent during that very first face-to-face meeting that this was her way of attempting to quickly establish her authority over Alex and me. We just sat there, listening incredulously as she talked down to us, giving us “pointers” on how to handle the informants and quizzing us on our investigative strategy. By this time, Alex and I were becoming painfully aware that we were dealing with an inexperienced prosecutor who was arrogant, yet insecure—the type of person who always had to prove her knowledge and superiority.

When the meeting was over, Alex and I exited her office in silence and quickly left the building. When we were outside and walking to the car, Alex said, “We’re on our own, bro. Expect no help from that one.”

“You got that right. She’s going to make our job twice as hard,” I said, laughing. However, that was simply my way of coping with my disbelief. I wasn’t laughing inside; I was only trying to make light of the situation.

The fact was, I felt sorry for Alex. He had given up a good position on his previous squad to come and give me a hand, and this was how things were starting out for him. We both knew that working this investigation was difficult enough as it was, only to be made painfully aware that our new assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA) was not going to make things any easier. Feeling my sentiment, Alex said, “OK, then, let’s get to work.” We both laughed this time.

When you are working a large-scale, complex investigation like Paesan Blues, behind-the-scenes problems, distractions, and administrative issues often come with the territory. Besides having to document every important detail of the investigation in official reports within the FBI database, you also must address the never-ending calls and requests from FBI Miami supervisors, FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ) officials, and the U.S. Attorney’s Office for verbal and written updates on the progress of the investigation. It is understandable that everyone involved would want the latest updates, but a few will want to add their own two cents to put their fingerprint on your investigation. Over the years I had learned to navigate those waters pretty well, but oftentimes, those waters could be more difficult to steer than the investigation itself.

As expected, we had our share of roadblocks in this investigation, but the fact that a former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) / Blackwater operative had made an appearance really had me quite concerned. I had reported this information up the chain of command as soon as I became aware of it, but it would be several weeks before I received any feedback. Eventually, I was advised by the powers that be that the FBI assistant director had taken our sensitive information over to our CIA counterparts and simply asked two basic questions: Who is Ricardo, and why is he showing up in an FBI organized crime investigation in Miami? The response was just as short and concise: Ricardo is not working for the CIA, so if this individual is committing criminal activity, feel free to consider him a target in your investigation. The fact that the CIA denied any knowledge of Ricardo was not a surprise, but you could never be quite sure if you were getting all of the facts when you were dealing with that agency. Truth be told, we did not have anything derogatory on Ricardo, and it is not illegal to meet with an Italian mafia member. Frankly, at this point I really didn’t care what Ricardo was up to. I was just relieved that it did not appear that his involvement was going to impede our investigation.

I was happy to put my concerns with Ricardo aside and try to refocus on the investigation. However, a few days later I received a call from an individual who identified himself as “John Jones.” Jones informed me that he had some very important information regarding Ricardo that he wished to share with me. He wanted to come to the Miami FBI office and meet with Alex and me in person. Remember when I said that you were never sure if you were getting all of the facts when you dealt with the CIA? Well, we were about to get some more interesting “facts” about Ricardo from Mr. Jones.

By the time Jones arrived at the Miami FBI field office, Alex and I were in no mood for any BS. We had done everything by the book so far, and we had given the CIA the courtesy of letting them know that one of their former guys was showing up on our radar. They told us that Ricardo wasn’t working for them, so what did the CIA want now? We had a lot on our plate, and plenty of other important things needed our attention; we didn’t need to waste our time on a meeting. Upon his arrival, after we exchanged introductions and formally presented our respective agency credentials, Jones got right to the point.

“What I am about to tell you, is provided to you on a ‘need to know’ basis and cannot be shared outside this room,” he began. Jones then proceeded to give Alex and me a stunning, and very impressive, summary of Ricardo’s successful career during his time with the CIA. Since the information that he shared with us was obviously classified, I cannot provide any of those details here. I can say that what Jones shared with us about Ricardo’s CIA career highlights was nothing short of incredible.

Jones told us story after story about how Ricardo’s actions over the years had directly assisted in identifying and disrupting various terrorist plots targeting the U.S. homeland. Ricardo was not only a top CIA operative but a legend and a hero. In driving his point home, Jones also advised that Ricardo was currently spearheading the number one counterterrorism priority for the U.S. government at the time. Jones continued, “We do not know what his level of involvement is with your target, Settineri, but we do know that it has nothing to do with any assignment as it relates to the agency. Therefore, if he is operating outside of the scope of his employment, and committing criminal activity, do what you have to do.”

When you are dealing with the CIA, what they say to you may not be exactly what they really mean. So I’ll translate: Ricardo is a priority employee, and it appears that he has come into contact with subjects of your investigation. If you discover that he is conducting criminal activity with subjects in your investigation, and he is arrested by the FBI, we are not in a position to object. However, please keep in mind that if Ricardo were arrested, it would directly impact and disrupt the success of ongoing U.S. counterterrorism and national security efforts.

After absorbing all of that, what would you do? For me it wasn’t a difficult decision. Although we did not know why Ricardo was meeting with Settineri, we did know that Settineri was not a terrorist, and we most certainly did not need Ricardo in our investigation to make it successful. We obviously had many other targets in addition to Settineri to keep us busy.

When the meeting concluded, Alex and I thanked Jones for his time and for being forthcoming with such a delicate issue. As we were escorting him out of the FBI building, I said to Jones, “You know, I sure wouldn’t mind it if someone were to do me the favor of telling Ricardo to steer clear of Settineri.” Jones looked at me for a brief second and smiled, but he did not answer. He didn’t need to, because he knew that it was I who was doing him a favor. From that moment on, Ricardo never appeared with Settineri in any aspect of the investigation again. And we never saw or heard from Mr. Jones again either.
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Meet the New Boss


On a typically warm South Florida afternoon, Alex and I spotted Settineri sitting alone at his usual table at the Soprano Restaurant on Lincoln Road. We both had surveilled him dozens of times before, but on this day we were more excited than usual to see him at the Miami Beach restaurant. For this was the long-awaited day when our undercover agent, Manny, was supposed to meet with Settineri for the first time. Needless to say, a lot was riding on this meeting. Knowing how temperamental and suspicious of strangers Settineri normally was, we were just relieved that he had actually shown up.

By this time in the investigation, we had successfully recruited a few more informants whom we now had in play. One in particular had recently relayed a message to Settineri. There may be a great business opportunity available, if Settineri was willing to meet up with a “big money friend” by the name of Manny. Settineri advised that he was mildly interested, if he could find the time to meet. Days later, Settineri said that he was now amenable to meeting Manny. Set up a meeting with Manny at the Soprano, he said to the informant, and then let him (Settineri) know the date.

Not only had Settineri shown up, but our intelligence network had advised us that he was going to bring some of his “people” out to conduct countersurveillance during the meeting as well. Providing physical security for an FBI undercover is always the number one priority, even more important than the investigation itself. Based on Settineri’s stature and background, we were not surprised that Settineri would have some of his own security out surveilling this first meeting with Manny. Now that we knew for sure, we would have to tighten up our own operational security procedures. We knew that Settineri’s people would be not only watching the meeting itself but looking out for anyone else milling about the area, like law enforcement personnel, who may be watching as well. Alex and I would have to balance our duty of providing security for Manny with the need to be extra careful not to reveal ourselves to Settineri’s goons. Not an easy task, and with a lot at stake. Dressed in guayabera shirts and shorts, like tourists, Alex and I watched from our positions of cover as Manny arrived to meet Settineri for the first time.

As expected, the initial meeting between Settineri and Manny was primarily social in nature. This ingratiation period is crucial for an undercover agent, and it can sometimes take several meetings for the subject to become comfortable with his new acquaintance. An undercover must be careful not to push the target too much and just as careful not to reveal too much about himself too fast either. It is a skill that an undercover agent must master, because saying the wrong thing at the wrong time can alert the subject that something just isn’t right with this new guy. After a while, Settineri began to open up a little to Manny, saying that he was in the restaurant and wine business and that his work frequently took him from Miami to New York, Italy, and Latin America. Manny only told Settineri that he was an “investor” who operated several businesses in Miami, the Caribbean, and Latin America.

Toward the end of that first meeting, Settineri surprisingly opened the door and disclosed a little more about himself. He broke the ice by asking Manny if he could help him move a sum of money from the United States to Colombia. The money, Settineri advised, was for a friend who needed transplant surgery in Colombia. Manny knew that a request like this was usually code for the need to launder drug money. But he also knew that Settineri might be testing him, so he could not seem too eager in his response. This is the cat-and-mouse game typical of undercover meetings between an agent and the target of any investigation, especially at the beginning of a relationship. Even though Settineri’s request was more than we could have hoped for in the first meeting, Manny had to be careful. He had to assume that Settineri knew, just as Manny did, that if he were a real bad guy, he would not agree to a business deal of this nature with someone he had just met. Being the experienced undercover that he was, Manny simply told Settineri that maybe they could talk about that in the future, once they got to know each other better. Manny then seamlessly changed the subject, and soon thereafter, to prove to Settineri that he was not turned off by his request, Manny invited Settineri to a party. The party would be held the following week at one of Manny’s beach homes. Settineri smiled and nodded affirmatively.

“Thank you, of course,” he said. “I would love to attend your party.” Apparently, Manny had passed the first test.

The Miami FBI criminal branch’s assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) position was eventually filled by a supervisory special agent (SSA) whom I will call “Diane.” Unlike other ASACs who came to Miami from FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ) or other divisions, Diane was internally promoted, having served as an SSA in Miami for a few years. Prior to that, she had served time as an FBIHQ SSA. Diane had beat out one other much more experienced and very respected Miami SSA for the job, which raised more than a few eyebrows in the Miami Division. Diane was in her early forties, heavyset, with dark, wavy hair and dark eyes that matched her olive skin. She was outgoing and rarely afraid to voice her opinion, often ruffling a few feathers along the way. Most agents seemed to like Diane and described her as supportive of those who worked under her, although a few seemed to think that she was not ASAC material.

I didn’t give Diane’s promotion to ASAC much thought, mainly because up until that time, the branch ASAC generally affected an agent’s day-to-day job very little, especially if you were performing well. However, Diane’s selection as my new ASAC would soon make me well aware of those ever-changing winds that would redefine the culture and operations of the FBI.

The caller ID on the ringing phone at my desk read “ASAC secretary,” so I answered immediately. The secretary advised that the new ASAC, Diane, wished to see me in her office. This was not a surprise—when you are the case agent of a priority investigation, any change in the SSA or ASAC position will generally precipitate a one-on-one meeting with the new boss. I had briefed ASACs and special agents in charge many times in my career, so I was quite familiar and comfortable with this formality. Besides, Diane had been in the Miami Division for a while, and I’d had several interactions with her over the years. Although I didn’t know her well, I had always liked her personally, and I was even happy to have her as my ASAC. I thought that Diane was always confident and positive in nature, and I anticipated that she would be very energetic and supportive of the Paesan Blues investigation. I was anticipating a low-pressure meeting in which I would provide Diane a brief summary of the case, and she would ask if I had all of the resources I needed to achieve the case objectives and if there were any problems that she needed to be aware of.

Much as I had expected, the meeting with Diane started out quite cordially. I congratulated her on her promotion to ASAC, and then after a few minutes of small talk, I noticed that her face had turned a little sad.

“What are people saying, Jerry, really? I know that some think that I shouldn’t have beaten out the others for the job.”

I was quite taken aback by her question. I could only manage to say in reply that I had not heard any negative feedback regarding her promotion, which was not entirely true. But she had put me on the spot. This was the type of question that you would ask a friend, or someone with whom you were a little closer, or perhaps a work associate after work or over drinks. None of those scenarios applied here.

The meeting was uncomfortable in other ways as well. As the conversation continued, it was mostly about the challenges that Diane had encountered while adjusting to being an ASAC. One minute Diane would speak confidently; the next she was confessing her self-doubt, occasionally fading off into a distant and distracted gaze. I didn’t even get a chance to brief her on the details of Paesan Blues, but when the topic of the investigation came up, her eyes brightened, and she suddenly seemed to focus and become more engaged. Diane said that she wanted me to come back later in the week, after she was more settled in, and give her a complete rundown on the case. I couldn’t help but notice that her demeanor and body language were a little more relaxed now, especially when she shared the fact that FBIHQ had recently told her that the Paesan Blues investigation was the number one priority case in the Miami criminal branch.

She then proceeded to ask me if I would make the time to come by her office on a regular basis to personally brief her, because she would very much like to be kept up-to-date on the progress of the case. I assured her that I would, but I couldn’t help thinking that this was an unusual request coming directly from a new ASAC to the case agent of an investigation; however, such briefings were generally within the purview of the SSA. The fact that Diane had made no mention of my SSA, Joe, throughout our entire conversation was a little puzzling to me at first, but afterward that fact bothered me more than anything else about the entire meeting. Diane had to have some ulterior motive, I thought, but she was not showing her cards. She was, in fact, quite artful in obscuring her motives while clearly attempting to establish a closer working relationship between us, making it appear that I would have carte blanche access to her office at any time, at least when it came to the investigation.

I left that first meeting with Diane feeling as confused as I was concerned. Being a loyal and trustworthy subordinate, I knew that I would need to tell Joe right away about the bizarre meeting with Diane. More than that, though, Joe was not only my immediate boss but a fellow agent as well as a friend. Joe had always been straight with me, and he was the type who would share the facts with you, good or bad, or just give you an honest opinion, whenever he deemed it necessary. That’s the way that most agents are, and it may sound cliché, but it is a fact that most FBI agents possess a high level of integrity and character. Simply out of mutual respect, most agents will not try to snow you. Because of the job that they do, most agents know when someone is trying to get one over on them. In FBI parlance, it is called trying to “UC” another person, or acting covertly, like an undercover, to conceal their true intentions. While you sometimes had to use this tactic with the bad guys, I now only had one question: Was my ASAC trying to UC me?

Within twenty minutes of leaving Diane’s office, I had already placed a call to Joe, but he didn’t answer. I suddenly remembered that he had planned to take the afternoon off to attend his son’s baseball game. I left a voice message asking him to give me a call the next day. I explained that I wanted to talk to him about my meeting with the new ASAC. It was important, I stressed, but not urgent, so I didn’t want to bother him while he was on leave.

Joe, however, must have sensed that something was up, because he called me at home around 9:00 p.m. that night. He obviously didn’t want to wait until the morning, somehow sensing after listening to my voice message that it might be something important.

“Did she call you into her office, or did you just stop by to see her?” Joe asked.

“No, she called me in, caught me by surprise too,” I replied. After I gave him a rundown of everything that was discussed in the meeting with Diane, Joe couldn’t hide his disappointment.

“That’s kind of strange. She hasn’t even reached out to me since she took the job. Wonder what she’s up to.”

“I don’t know, Joe. That’s why I wanted to let you know,” I said. I didn’t have a good feeling about it either. Something just didn’t seem right. In our line of work, most agents know how things are supposed to work when it comes to standards of protocol with the boss.

“Don’t worry about it,” Joe reassured me. “Let me deal with it. You’ve got enough on your plate.”

Joe was good that way, and he was right that it was his issue to deal with. A few days later, however, he did tell me that Diane had finally called him and that he had ultimately met with her in her office. He didn’t share any other details, and I didn’t expect him to. At least they were speaking to one another, which was a move in the right direction.

It was always a relief when I was able to escape all of the administrative issues of being a case agent and turn my attention back to the rapidly evolving investigation itself.

At the end of the first meeting between Manny and Settineri, Manny had invited Settineri to a “party” that he would be hosting, and Settineri had agreed to attend. On the surface, this may sound like a simple thing, and in the real world, hosting a party may not be a big deal. But this was not a real-world event; this was part of an FBI undercover operation. Thus, the party was something that we had to create, and it took a great deal of preparation and planning. As a matter of fact, even before that first meeting with Settineri, Manny and I had discussed how to set up a follow-up meeting with Settineri, even before we knew that there would be one.

After a thorough review of the transcript of the conversation from that first meeting, we decided that we wanted to present an atmosphere that would put Settineri at ease and leave no doubt that Manny was the high roller that Settineri was hoping he would be. Manny’s party at his luxurious beach house would be a special event with an exclusive invitation list. In reality, the only people invited were Settineri and twenty-five undercover FBI agents. Many of them happened to be attractive females, and all of them would be purported friends of Manny, so they would all be “dressed to the nines,” like all other well-to-do partygoers on Miami Beach.

Obviously an extraordinary amount of time was spent planning this “party.” An operation of this magnitude requires an exhaustive study and analysis of every involved detail, no matter how small. Does the venue and undercover scenario align with the investigative objectives? Are the undercovers attending the party the right fit? Have all of the undercover agents been properly briefed on Settineri and the overall objectives of the investigation? Do we have all of the required approvals from FBI management for the undercover operation? The FBI does not own any beach houses, so just obtaining approval from FBIHQ to requisition one is no small feat. All high-profile investigations that require the utilization of resources and manpower of this magnitude are thoroughly reviewed by FBI management to determine if investigative objectives and policy stipulations are being met. If you are one hair short on either requirement, FBI management will shut your investigation down until you remedy the oversight. You never want your case to be shut down for lack of proper preparation, and as the case agent, I was responsible for managing it all and making sure that everything was ready for the show.

At times, being the case agent of an FBI undercover operation could be much like being the director of a Hollywood movie, with the undercover agents being the actors. This was one of those times.
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Party Planner


The roles of each of the twenty-five undercover agents involved more than just being on scene to attend a party, although it might appear as simple as that to the casual observer. For every undercover meeting, especially one with so many moving parts, each undercover agent must have a believable “legend,” that is an alias and a well-memorized, bogus background story to match. Each undercover agent must also have an explanation for their specific relationship with Manny and be able to instinctively articulate it to Settineri at any time. More importantly, each of the twenty-five undercover agents must know the legends of not only Manny but each other as well.

Before the party, I would sit down with all of the undercover agents and go over all of these things. In addition, I would warn them to be prepared for the likelihood that any one of them could find themselves in a situation where they were forced to have an extensive one-on-one conversation with Settineri. Remember, you still had to treat this like a real party. Think about it, how often have you gone to a party, only to end up talking to a complete stranger for several minutes? Sometimes in such situations people may ask you personal questions, such as “What do you do for a living?” “Where do you live?” and the like. You do not want to appear hesitant, squirrelly, or peculiar. Most importantly, you must not seem out of place within the particular party setting of the undercover scenario. I reminded all of the undercover agents in attendance that Settineri was a detailed-oriented type of person who would size up everyone and everything. If anyone or anything at all didn’t seem right, a street-smart mafioso like Settineri would very likely finish his drink, politely say good-bye to Manny, and walk away forever. The pressure was on, and the stage was set.

Manny would prove to be a great host, with a wide range of guests, from the beautiful, to the wealthy, to some who were just plain interesting or entertaining. Of course, there was plenty of food, drink, music, and dancing. And why not? A man of Manny’s stature was expected to throw a great party. Most importantly, the party was a great success. Not only did Settineri not walk away, but he stayed until 1:00 a.m., even dancing and mingling with the guests. Thanks to all of the undercovers who put on a show that would rival any Hollywood movie, Settineri seemed to feel right at home with the crowd. He spent quality time bonding with Manny, just as we had hoped that he would.

This is the payoff when you are willing to pull out all the stops and take great care to plan, organize, and facilitate an intimate party as part of an undercover meeting. It can be very labor intensive, and sometimes it requires you to incur great expense. Because a successful undercover “party” meeting can accelerate your case by many months, it can be more resource effective in the end. That is accomplished by providing an opportunity to place the bad guy in an informal situation, such as a relaxed party atmosphere, where he will quickly become much more comfortable with your undercovers, facilitating the development of trust. Bad guys have emotions just like everyone else, and they know that they must count on their intuition and instincts to guide them before they can establish trust. When it comes to those they wish to do “business” with, such as criminal activity, this is essential to their survival. This is always the big hurdle for the case agent and the undercovers, and we had just cleared it with room to spare.

During private conversations with Manny in the later hours of the party, Settineri shared several stories and some of his innermost thoughts, which clearly confirmed his status as a criminal and an Italian mafioso. Over a drink of whiskey and while smoking cigars with Manny, Settineri revealed that he generally liked to conduct his “business” discreetly. Settineri also said that “he saw many similarities between himself and Manny, and that he felt very comfortable in his presence.” Settineri said that he would be interested in doing business with Manny; however, he added, “I have many responsibilities to my family that I do not want to jeopardize. God forbid if I fall down, if I get arrested, if they catch me, I die inside. I will not betray anyone; I will tell my family to forget about me. One has to think about that to be ready if something happens. You have to do the time if you do the crime.” Settineri went on to say that he accepted this type of life because “I like the streets; that’s where I belong.” This was Settineri’s way of saying that he could be trusted and would never “rat” on Manny, or anyone, if he were caught or arrested by the authorities.

Then Settineri began to really open up to Manny. He started by describing some of the details of his upbringing in Palermo and how he had many friends there who now were among the most respected in all of Sicily. Settineri, discussing when they were all growing up together, said, “I used to make them pee in their pants [meaning they were afraid of him], but now [because of their status] I respect them as they still respect me.” Settineri also told Manny that if he were to accompany him on a trip to Sicily, Manny would have no issues because Settineri was so respected there. “Only by going there can you see what I am talking about; it’s like in the movies,” he said. He also explained that he enjoyed similar “cover” in New York and that he had associates there whom he reported to as well. By this time, it was now late into the night. Their intimate conversation at the party would forge a mutual respect between the two, and it concluded with Settineri and Manny agreeing to meet again soon to discuss future “business.”

With the success of the latest undercover meeting, I had begun to put the experience of my initial meeting with Diane behind me. Then I received another call from her secretary early one afternoon when I was working at my desk in the FBI Miami main office. The secretary asked if I had a few minutes to come by and see Diane to discuss the Settineri case.

As I entered Diane’s office, she greeted me with a cordial smile, which couldn’t shield her somewhat distracted demeanor. She had the look of someone who was overwhelmed by events. From the experience of our first meeting, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was now questioning whether she had it in her to be an FBI assistant special agent in charge (ASAC). We quickly got down to business, and I began to go through the finer details of how the case began, the background of the main targets, and the overall objectives of the case. Then I explained the roles of the informants and the undercover agent we had in place, including the specific undercover scenario and our progress so far. I also told Diane about the difficulties that we had experienced with the U.S. Attorney’s Office and how, after my initial meeting with Victoria, I didn’t anticipate it getting much better any time soon.

Diane listened to the investigative summary intently and with interest, and after about twenty minutes I concluded my briefing. Diane seemed satisfied with it and even complimented me for leading and managing such a complex investigation. I had begun to feel a little more at ease at this point—until she began to lecture me on how important this investigation was and how I must do everything in my power to ensure that it was a success. She then cautioned me to closely monitor the progress of the undercover agent and make sure that he was not taking too long to infiltrate the targets and achieve the objectives.

What brought this on, I wondered, and where was she going with it? She was speaking the obvious to anyone who has ever worked an undercover operation before, and this was not my first rodeo. I nodded my head in agreement and assured her that I would stay on top of things.

Then, out of nowhere, I noticed a sudden change in Diane’s demeanor and body language. She looked directly at me and said, “Can you close the door?” The door to her office was directly behind the chair in which I was sitting. What now? I thought. I got up slowly and closed her office door, and Diane waited until I returned to my chair.

“Let me ask you,” she began, and then after a pause, she said, “Would it hurt your investigation if I replaced Joe?”

Of all of the things running through my mind at that time, this was certainly one of the last things that I thought she was going to say. Shocked, I just sat there for a second and looked at her in disbelief. She was staring right at me, possibly trying to gauge my reaction. I was stone-faced, but my mind was racing to formulate some sort of response.

“Well, I mean, Joe, has been the—”

“Jerry, I’m just asking you if you can work the case without him as the supervisor. It’s a yes or a no question,” Diane interrupted sternly.

“Well, yes,” I replied, “I guess, but I would prefer that he remain—”

“That’s all I needed to know,” she interrupted again. Suddenly she was smiling, appearing much more at ease, as if she had been relieved of some big problem. She proceeded to tell me that she was going to move Joe to another squad in the criminal branch, which had a vacancy at the supervisory special agent (SSA) position. She then changed the subject, telling me that I was doing a great job on the case and that she had much confidence in me.

I was barely listening. I had so many questions because it made no sense to me. Why was she removing Joe as the SSA for my squad? Who was going to replace him? Joe was a subject matter expert on Italian organized crime matters, which was the type of investigation that my C-9 squad was responsible for. Why not leave Joe in place and then fill the other SSA vacancy with whomever she planned to appoint to C-9?

I thought better of asking Diane those questions for two reasons. One, she was my ASAC, and it could appear out of line for me to inquire into such matters. If she had wanted to share those details with me, she would have volunteered them already. Two, I felt that something else was at play here that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, which bothered me greatly, almost as much as losing Joe as my SSA. I didn’t know what her motives were at this point, and for the time being, at least, she seemed to have confidence in me and how I was leading the Paesan Blues investigation. I had a strong feeling that if I were to protest and object to Joe’s removal, she would likely ignore my request and remove him anyway. I further sensed that any objection coming from me would likely appear to be insubordination and possibly drive a wedge between us.

We spoke only for a few more minutes, mostly about some of the short-term strategic plans for the case. There was no more discussion regarding the issue of Joe, and our meeting concluded. I couldn’t wait to get out of there. When I returned to my desk, I sat for a few minutes staring at my computer screen, debating whether I should alert Joe. I felt bad for him because he was such a good guy and a great supervisor. I felt guilty because I knew his fate, and he had no clue what was coming his way. Ultimately, I chose to set my emotions aside and decided that it was not my place to tell anyone what I knew. To tell Joe the news would have made for an awkward situation for both of us. More importantly, I thought that he should find out from the person responsible for making that decision.

After my disappointing first meeting with our new assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA), Victoria, my heart sank when she reached out to ask for another meeting. Although I had known that another meeting with her was inevitable, I had not been looking forward to it at all. So, as I made my way on I-95 from North Miami Beach to her Fort Lauderdale office that day, I was expecting the worst. Alex, like the smart, perceptive, and experienced FBI agent he was, opted to sit this one out. Far from being resentful of Alex, I was actually more envious than anything else and could hardly blame him for not coming. Had it been an option for me, I would have chosen not to attend as well, but as the case agent, I had no choice. Taking the elevator up to Victoria’s office that day, I was mentally preparing myself for a possible repeat of the last meeting. I was determined to give her a quick briefing on the pertinent facts of the investigation whether she wanted it or not. I had to, because it was important that she have more information than she could discern from a review of the case file.

As anticipated, I received a cool reception as I entered Victoria’s office. She was stoic and businesslike, and her forced smile quickly faded as I sat in the chair in front of her desk. I let her begin; it was her office after all, and she had requested the meeting. I just sat there expressionless, looking directly at her, as she began to lecture me on certain aspects of the investigation. The lecture was mostly general in nature, but her focus seemed to pertain to the question of the overall objectives of the investigation, the reliability of the informants, and the effectiveness of our undercover scenario. So basically, she was questioning the direction and objectives of the entire investigation. Her tone was condescending, almost authoritative. The lecture then evolved to the point where it was now time for recommendations, which Victoria impatiently provided to her clearly-less-knowledgeable colleague.

I waited for an opportune break in her presentation, then said to Victoria, “That’s all very nice, but would you like to hear what is really going on in the investigation?”

“What?” Victoria demanded.

“I said, Would you like to know what is really going in the case? This is the second time that I have met with you to discuss the Settineri investigation, and each time you have lectured me and even given me advice on an investigation that you know very little about—that you only know from perusing the case file. So, I am simply asking you, the assigned AUSA who may have to prosecute this case in court someday, would you like to know a little something about this investigation from the person who created that case file or not?”

If looks could kill, Victoria’s glare would have been the end of me that day. Then her indignant stare seemed to quickly soften, and her entire demeanor changed. I was startled by the transformation.

“Well, I, uh, I’m just trying to help, you know,” she replied meekly. With a pause, she continued, “I, uh, was just trying to make a contribution to the direction and the success of the case.”

“Uh huh, and that’s OK,” I said, “and I welcome your input. It just seems that you aren’t interested in my input, when I’m the one out there leading and working the investigation.” Another pause.

“Well, I used to be a DA [district attorney], so I’m used to being a little more involved on the investigative side,” she said with a hint of contrition. “Sometimes I have to remind myself that its different on the federal side, as a prosecutor, that is.”

I wasn’t buying it. It seemed to me that this was her way of making excuses for herself, and I think that she knew it as well. It was becoming apparent to me that Victoria’s behavior that day, and in the first meeting, was the result of some deep-rooted insecurity that she was harboring. She seemed to mask those insecurities behind a brash exterior that made her come across as overbearing and arrogant. Over the years I have learned that the best way to deal with these types of personalities is to “check” them right away—to let them know in a professional and respectful way that you are not going to tolerate their insolent behavior. It seemed to work that day, and Victoria’s tone and attitude subsided enough for me to give her a comprehensive rundown on the investigation.

Our meeting ended cordially that day, but I was still a little bummed out when I left her office. Even though I had been successful in establishing some ground rules, something told me that my difficulties with her were just beginning. She didn’t seem to have much experience working complex organized crime investigations. By itself that deficiency was not insurmountable. But given her obvious emotional shortcomings, I was concerned that she wouldn’t be able to adjust and adapt in a fast-paced and changing environment, which the Paesan Blues investigation certainly was proving to be.

Over the next few weeks, I would meet with Diane on three more occasions. In addition to keeping her updated on the investigation, I was forced to go to her for concurrence on a few administrative matters that normally would have been handled by the SSA. But with Joe now on his way out as my supervisor, I would have to deal with Diane much more frequently until a new SSA was assigned to C-9. We were getting along fairly well, for the most part, and Diane seemed to make an attempt to put me at ease when I visited her office. But a few things about her kept me on my guard in her presence. First, she seemed to get frustrated rather easily, especially when she disagreed with me on an issue or I had a difference of opinion with her. A few times when I was in her office, I was able to observe her behave this way with others as well, either in person or on the phone. She could go from laughing with someone one minute to yelling at them the next. This type of behavior, especially from your ASAC, could keep you on edge.

There was something else too. I knew that she was new to the position of ASAC, and I knew that she had been told by FBI Headquarters that the Settineri case was a priority investigation. An ASAC’s job is to manage the branch and oversee the work of the various SSAs. They are in charge of personnel for the branch, and they have authority over operational and administrative requests that are streamlined from agents through the SSAs. They report to the special agent in charge, whom they often advise in times of crisis within the FBI divisions. They normally do not have the time or the inclination to micromanage the day-to-day details of an investigation. From the very start, Diane began to inject herself into matters and minutia, often giving me her thoughts on certain aspects of the investigation that were normally left to the discretion of the case agent. She would opine on trivial matters, most of which could be completed in a variety of ways, all considered acceptable. Any FBI agent will tell you that it is difficult enough to find time to do everything that is necessary and required in your investigation, without the added burden of having a supervisor micromanage your work along the way. I was holding out hope that when the new C-9 SSA arrived, Diane would return to her duties as ASAC and lose interest in the minute details of the Paesan Blues investigation.
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Give Me the Phone


Those hopes were still intact the day the new supervisory special agent (SSA), whom I will call “James,” arrived on C-9. He had transferred from FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ) to Miami the previous year and had supervised another criminal squad for his first stint as a new field SSA. Having been in Miami for many years, I knew most of the SSAs in the division, but I had never met James until that first day when he reported for duty on the C-9 squad. Throughout my entire FBI career in both San Francisco and Miami, I had always enjoyed a great working relationship with my SSAs. Working on any investigation is a team effort, and it is crucial that you and your SSA are on the same page at all times. Therefore, I wanted to develop a close working relationship with James as well, and I was looking forward to meeting with him one-on-one and briefing him on Paesan Blues. When I entered the building that housed the off-site location for the C-9 squad that day, I felt that I was well prepared for my first meeting with James.

Since I spent most of my time either working in the field or at the Miami FBI main office, I took a few minutes to say hello to my squad mates when I entered, as I rarely saw them anymore. When I finished yukking it up with my coworkers, I walked into the SSA's office and saw James standing up, facing his bookshelf and putting away several of his official FBI manuals. He was dressed like a typical SSA, wearing a white dress shirt with a tie and dark slacks. He was around 5’10” with a slender build, a light complexion, and dark hair. When I entered his office, he turned around and greeted me without any kind of a facial expression, and his outward manner seemed somewhat awkward. He at first refrained from having much eye contact with me, and when he did, his eyes quickly darted away. As a matter of fact, I noticed that his demeanor throughout our entire meeting was rather stoic, like someone who was either nervous or whose thoughts were simply focused on something else. When he did smile, I noticed that it was usually in response to something that I had said, rather than an attempt at friendliness.

It was a rather odd first meeting, but it did not keep me from doing what I thought I needed to do. I gave James a complete rundown on the entire investigation, from A to Z. He didn’t have any questions, merely nodding his head occasionally. I explained the importance of the next meeting between Settineri and our undercover agent, emphasizing that we had a lot riding on it. I also felt compelled to tell him about some of the problems that I had encountered throughout the investigation thus far, as it is important to provide full disclosure of events to a new supervisor. Such a disclosure can help explain why certain decisions were made along the way and also provide an understanding of how or why the investigative strategy trended in a particular direction. I disclosed everything, from the early and current problems with the U.S. Attorney’s Office to the personnel issues (Donny) I had encountered along the way. I even told him about Diane’s continued involvement with the daily details of the case and how at times this could be distracting. I joked that I hoped that Diane’s interest would wane a little now that he was in place as the SSA, which produced a nod and a quick smile from James.

With Joe out of the picture for several weeks now, it felt good to have an SSA to discuss those types of issues with again. These are exactly the types of problems that an SSA is supposed to help an agent deal with. Most SSAs are usually proactive in handling any problems that may persist with the U.S. Attorney’s Office and will also provide interference for any issues that may arise between an agent and an assistant special agent in charge (ASAC). As our meeting concluded, I felt I had presented the case to James as thoroughly as possible. I knew that it was a lot of information to take in all at once, so I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t receive much feedback from him once I had completed the briefing. His lack of response was not a concern at the moment. I was just trying to do my job and provide James with all of the available facts and information, just as any other agent would do for a new SSA.

I didn’t know at the time that James would not be like any other SSA I had ever worked with before. More concerning, as I would soon discover, James would eventually prove another obstacle to the investigation. In fact, James would become more of a problem for me than all of the other problems that I had encountered in the investigation so far combined. As the saying goes, “Big cases, big problems.”

In any large-scale investigation with many subjects, it is a struggle to keep tabs on all of your bad guys. The intelligence analysis and review of our subject’s phone toll records were very helpful, but intercepted telephone conversations in which criminal activity is discussed can be considered actual evidence. Movies and TV shows often make obtaining these seem as simple as just flipping a switch, and you are instantly listening to the bad guy’s phone conversations. In reality, it requires a lot of work to draft an affidavit for a request for a Title III, the federal statute that provides the authority to intercept and listen to telephone conversations. In addition to the facts of the investigation, you must articulate how you have unsuccessfully “exhausted” many other investigative techniques in an attempt to obtain such information. In other words, because the interception of phone conversations is considered more intrusive, you must demonstrate that you have tried other less-intrusive methods to obtain evidence of wrongdoing. Once the affidavit is completed, you then have to persuade a federal judge to sign off on it and issue a court order in accordance with Title III requirements, which authorizes you to intercept and listen to telephone conversations. Once the court issues the Title III order for telephone interceptions, the real work begins, because the process of monitoring phone conversations and meeting the reporting requirements is very labor intensive.

I hadn’t wanted to pursue a request for a Title III order up to this point, not because it was a lot of work but mainly because I believed that Settineri and his associates were too smart to “talk dirty” on the telephone. I didn’t want to waste a lot of time and resources when, in my opinion, the chances of success were very small. Ever since Victoria became the assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA), the topic was coming up more frequently, with Victoria making it clear that she wanted me to get a Title III on the subjects of the case. I could tell that it annoyed her that I did not agree with her, which initially didn’t bother me because I knew that I did not have to make the request just because she was advocating for it. Now that James had come on board as the SSA, however, he was bringing it up every time he had the chance. When I briefed him that first day in his office, I explained in detail why I didn’t think that now was the time to “go up” on Settineri’s phones. I had advised that I was willing to reconsider it later, once we were a little further along in the investigation. For now, it just didn’t make sense given the small likelihood of success. Besides, we would need more agents to help handle the workload, and that wasn’t a possibility for now.

Evidently, my reasoning hadn’t been good enough for James. As I was driving back from Miami Beach one day after a meeting with Leo, I received a call from James. I could tell from his voice that he had something on his mind. With just a few weeks under his belt as the SSA, I had already noticed that he could often seem quite unorthodox in certain social situations. In most of our conversations up to that point, he seemed uncertain of himself or what he was trying to say, as if an ulterior motive were at play. This time was no exception, as James had called to tell me in a passive-aggressive manner that he wanted a Title III in the Paesan Blues case. I could sense that he was bracing for some resistance, but my response was simply, “OK.” I had already explained to him before why I didn’t think it was a good idea, and now he was basically ordering me to do it. I had been around long enough to know that you must pick your battles, and now wasn’t the time for this one.

I would later find out that Victoria had pressured James into making the demand to pursue a Title III in the case. At that point, James went from being a little “unorthodox” in his methods in my view to being someone that I unequivocally did not trust. The pill would have been much easier to swallow if he had just been straight with me and admitted that he was catching heat from our wacky AUSA. Could I just bite the bullet and do it so that she would get off his back? I would have appreciated his candor and gladly complied. For some reason, however, that was not the way that James did business.

If we were going to conduct a “wiretap,” as a Title III is more widely known, I thought that we should intercept the calls of both Settineri and Antonio Tricamo, Settineri’s close confidante and right-hand man. As I had advised James, more manpower was needed to facilitate a wiretap, and special agent Ira Fair was assigned to assist in the investigation and take on the monumental task of completing the first Title III affidavit for the Paesan Blues investigation. Once it had cleared the approval levels and a federal judge had signed off on it, however, we would all be fully engaged in administering the Title III. Running an undercover operation and a Title III in the same investigation at the same time would be no small feat. As I had warned, it required great manpower, and one agent would have to be on site to monitor the Title III phone intercepts on each shift. Also, our friend Settineri spoke fluent Spanish, Italian, and Sicilian, meaning we would need to have linguists available throughout every shift to translate calls conducted in those languages.

The only real benefit that I could see in monitoring Settineri’s and Tricamo’s phone calls was that we could now intercept any conversations they might have about our undercover agent, Manny. Because Settineri and Tricamo were known to have violent tendencies, it could give us a heads-up if they said anything that might lead us to believe that Manny might be in any danger. However, throughout the entire period that we were intercepting their calls, Settineri would only make a few veiled references to someone who might have been Manny. We couldn’t be certain because he was only heard stating that he was having discussions with some “big guy” whom he hoped to make some money with. Tricamo would say virtually nothing of much value, at least nothing that we did not already know through other source information. A few conversations did include discussions between Settineri and Tricamo that referred to their plans to “beat people up.” Unfortunately, we were never able to determine who those people were, so the information was not of much use to us.

Each authorization period for a Title III is for only thirty days. At the end of the thirty-day period, if you wish to continue the process, you must complete another affidavit and go through the entire approval process all over again.

Although I had been skeptical that we would ever receive a worthwhile return on our investment when it came to the many hours that we would devote to the interception of Settineri and Tricamo’s telephone calls, I must admit that some of the intercepted phone conversations turned out to be very valuable from an intelligence collection standpoint. And very entertaining. In one series of conversations between Settineri and Gambino capo Gaetano Napoli, Settineri requested that Napoli travel from New York to Miami to represent Settineri in an unidentified dispute with members of the Colombo mafia family. Because Napoli was a made man with the Gambino family, he possessed the formal standing within the Italian mafia world to broker and mediate such disputes. In one of the conversations between the two, speaking in Italian, Settineri established his standing and bona fides as well. Settineri made references to his affiliation with the Sicilian mafia, which is “how I am joined.” In a later conversation, Napoli gave advice to Settineri regarding some of his business associates. Using Italian slang, Napoli told Settineri to be wary of “cops” and “informants.” Napoli, along with a who’s who of various members of the Gambino and Colombo crime families, would attend a gathering at a known South Florida mob hangout for a “sit-down” meeting. Courtesy of the Title III telephone intercepts, I had advanced notice of the exact time and location of the secret meeting. As a result, I placed a surveillance team of six agents on the scene that day, and we were able to observe and take photographs of most of the attendees entering and exiting the building. Although we were unable to listen in on the actual conversations at the meeting, it was a success for us nonetheless. It also confirmed something that I had known all along. For Napoli to travel from New York to Miami just to represent Settineri, Settineri had to be an established and important member of Italian organized crime in the United States and in Italy. And for Settineri, the meeting had seemed to go well. In a phone conversation long after the meeting had ended that day, Napoli told his son, Gaetano Jr., who was back in New York, that he had successfully resolved the dispute between Settineri and the Colombo family. It was truly a good day for Napoli and Settineri, but it would also be a good day for the Miami FBI.

Other than the Napoli call after his “important” meeting, we had not intercepted any other calls that had substantially enhanced our investigation. I did not want to continue the wiretaps because of this fact, not to mention the added workload that it demanded. But, of course, James and Victoria had other ideas, and we would have to continue to record Settineri’s and Tricamo’s phone calls for a while longer. A later Settineri call would prove important but not enhancing to the investigation.

Eventually, I would get my way. After several months of court-authorized wiretaps, it was apparent to even James and Victoria that we had not produced enough evidence to justify another request for a renewal of our court order. As a result, we finally discontinued our efforts. Much relieved and with more time on my hands, I would now have the opportunity to refocus on the more important aspects of the investigation.
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Bad Vibe


The next meeting between Manny and Settineri would take place in Miami Beach, and this time it would be a private lunch just for them. At this point, both men seemed much more comfortable with one another. After the successful meeting at the party, it was now time for a one-on-one setting, which might provide ample opportunities for a more detailed conversation.

During the party, Settineri had opened up enough with Manny that we now felt it was time for him to reciprocate and share his “business” with Settineri. In other words, we were ready for Manny to begin talking “dirty” with Settineri. But the timing and the situation would have to feel right, and only Manny would be able to make that determination once the meeting was in progress. Every undercover meeting is different, and a seasoned undercover agent like Manny knew that he must sense a natural opening during the conversation before he decided to open up to Settineri. Manny had to be very careful not to “spook” Settineri. Guys like Settineri were always paranoid that the “cops” were after them, so we had to be careful not to say anything that might scare him off.

The lunch was going to be on Settineri’s turf, at the familiar Soprano Restaurant on Lincoln Road. Alex and I mingled among the tourists and pedestrians on the crowded walkway, observing the meeting from afar. We were careful not to get too close, just in case Settineri’s goons were out conducting countersurveillance again this time. Manny knew the game plan by heart, and he was eager and ready if he received that all- important positive vibe from Settineri.

Once that happened, Manny didn’t hesitate. He artfully set the stage by casually explaining to his prospective “client” how he had initially gotten his start in his line of business. Manny began by disclosing to Settineri that for many years he had trafficked drugs for a Colombian cartel. But now, he was exclusively in the business of “managing” the drug proceeds for the Colombian drug cartels in South Florida because it was far safer and more lucrative.

To further establish his bona fides and his knowledge of money-laundering activities, Manny told Settineri that he utilized the Black Market Peso Exchange (BMPE) as part of his business practices. The BMPE is a sophisticated yet simple and often-used method of moving drug proceeds from the United States back to the drug cartels in Central and South American countries. In essence, U.S. dollars derived from the sale of narcotics in the United States are moved by a money broker (in this case Manny), who places the dollars in a U.S. business account, most commonly belonging to a business that exports goods outside the United States. The money broker then establishes a trusted business partner in a country such as Colombia. An elaborate scheme is executed involving the purchase of U.S. goods with the dollars by the Colombian partner, and then those goods are sold in Colombia for pesos. Next, the Colombian partner, at the direction of the broker, makes the pesos available to the narcotic suppliers in Colombia. In this way, the drug proceeds are effectively transferred without the need to physically move the money.

Once Manny had finished with his story, he decided it was time to “up the ante.” Manny told Settineri that since they now had met a few times and gotten to know each other, he felt that a significant level of trust had been developed. Manny drove the point home by saying that he felt a positive connection with Settineri and that he was always looking for new businesses that could help in cleaning the cartels’ money. Now everything was out in the open. Settineri now knew that Manny was in the business of money laundering and that he worked for the Colombian drug cartels. All of the meetings between Manny and Settineri were recorded, so Settineri’s response could make or break the case. If Settineri responded that he wanted to be a part of our business, we knew we were on the right track with the investigation. If he responded that he didn’t want to be involved in this type of illegal activity, our case against Settineri would be on life support.

Settineri didn’t blink or even hesitate in his response; in fact, it was as if he had been waiting patiently for Manny to make such an offer. Settineri calmly nodded his head, leaned in close to Manny, and in a hushed but very clear voice told Manny that he could be of help with that type of business. He advised that he had the ability to move money in great quantities “through a construction business or through restaurants” that he was associated with. Settineri could move Manny’s money through France and Spain, and then he would deposit the laundered cash into Manny’s account, minus a commission for himself.

After a few minutes of conversation regarding the need for false invoices to justify the laundered cash, and of course his commission, Settineri moved on to other topics. He then told Manny that he, too, had recently been involved with a drug trafficking organization in Calabria, Italy, where several members of the organization were arrested after the Italian National Police seized a large shipment of cocaine. Settineri explained that the drug shipment had been in route from Colombia to Brazil to Venezuela and was headed to Africa before the load was seized in Calabria. He had somehow escaped arrest despite his involvement.

Needless to say, this was a remarkable turning point in the investigation. But Settineri wasn’t finished discussing possible business opportunities just yet. Shockingly, he then asked Manny, “With your vast international network, do you have the capability to acquire and transport small arms weapons into Italy? I have people who are in need of such items.”

Manny was initially startled by how casually Settineri made such an alarming request, but he quickly regained his composure. The seasoned undercover paused for a second and then, without missing a beat, looked directly at Settineri and said, “We can do that if the terms and the price are right.”

Manny didn’t stop there. He wanted to ensure that Settineri believed that he could deliver on such a request, so he decided to provide a little more substance to his reply. He further explained to Settineri that he had the ability to procure AK-47s as well as 9mm and .40 caliber handguns. However, great care and planning must precede such a business deal, cautioned Manny. Settineri smiled, nodded in agreement, and said that he understood. Settineri advised that he would get more information from his people, and once he did, he and Manny could meet again to discuss the details.

After the meeting concluded, Alex and I met with Manny at a location far from the restaurant on Lincoln Road. When Manny shared the details of his meeting with Settineri, we couldn’t believe our ears. With our suspicions now confirmed, we sat for several hours and discussed the finer details of the meeting, plotting a new investigative strategy for our evolving undercover scenario. The fact that Settineri had felt comfortable enough with Manny to discuss money laundering was one thing, but for him to make such a brazen request for the purchase and international transfer of black-market weapons at such an early point in the relationship was astounding. Not only did it further confirm that Settineri was the legitimate target we had long suspected, but, of greater significance, it also seemed we had convinced Settineri that Manny was a high-level bad guy as well.

When you work an investigation like Paesan Blues, the case can take you in so many directions that it can be very difficult to get your arms around it all and focus on your primary objectives. Consequently, you have a tendency to put pressure on yourself to try and prove that the investigation and the targets are legitimate and that the vast resources and man hours expended are worth the effort. Paesan Blues had just proven that all of our efforts were fully justified. We now had our work cut out for us, and we were off and running.

With its transition into a new phase, the investigation would now require some additional behind-the-scenes preparations for our undercover scenario. For example, Alex and I spent the next several days checking with our contacts at the firearms unit at Quantico and with our Miami Division undercover unit to determine the feasibility of obtaining a few “show” weapons for Manny to have available. This was necessary in anticipation of the likelihood that Manny would need to present Settineri with a sample of the specific weapons we were proposing to have for sale.

We also had to come up with a warehouse that could house the weapons, as well as an undercover agent whose primary role would be to act as Manny’s “weapons” guy. For this request, we consulted with our local undercover unit, which was staffed by some of the best and most experienced undercover agents not only in Miami but in the entire FBI. With their assistance, we acquired the use of a rented warehouse and developed an airtight undercover scenario for Manny to conduct a weapons presentation to Settineri. In the scenario, we hashed out the specifics regarding the quantity of weapons that we would provide, as well as pricing, logistics, and the shipping details.

Once all of the details for the scenario were finalized, Alex and I met several times with Manny over several days to fine-tune the plan. This preparation was crucial, because Manny had to not only develop a working understanding of the details but sell them as well. Although Settineri seemed very comfortable with Manny, now was not the time to let our guard down. Remember, Settineri would be negotiating with Manny for the purchase of black-market weapons that were to be shipped outside the United States, so he would be scrutinizing all aspects of the negotiations with Manny because he knew that what he was doing was illegal. I won’t say that I was skeptical at that point, but I did know that going forward, Manny’s performance would have to be nearly perfect.

Basically, our plan called for a series of meetings between Manny and Settineri, all of which would be audio and video recorded, thereby capturing the evidence needed to prove the violations of the federal Arms Export Control Act. Even if Manny succeeded in negotiating a deal with Settineri, we had no intention of actually selling weapons to him and his organization.

Specifically, the operational plan would go as follows:

	Settineri is shown a sample of the weapons that he has agreed to purchase at an undercover warehouse at a neutral location.

	After the show of weapons, Settineri agrees to purchase a specific number of the weapons at a specific price.

	Settineri finalizes the agreement with Manny, to include the specific terms of the logistics and delivery of the weapons.

	Settineri makes a payment or down payment for the weapons to Manny.

	Upon the agreed-on day of delivery, Settineri and/or whoever else shows up to accept the weapons is arrested. This all occurs without any actual weapons ever changing hands.




In addition to the specifics surrounding the proposed weapons scenario, Manny, Alex, and I would also spend many hours planning, organizing, and discussing the details of just about every money-laundering scenario that we could think of. Confident that Manny was now fully prepared, we were all very eager when the time came for him to call Settineri to schedule their next meeting.

With Alex and me listening in the background, Manny dialed Settineri’s phone number, but Settineri did not answer. Manny left a voice message asking Settineri to give him a call to plan their next meeting. Not long after Manny’s call to Settineri, I received an urgent call from Ira Fair, our Title III manager.

“We just received a call that you may want to listen to,” Ira said, “and it’s not good.”

I wasn’t especially worried as I made my way back to the office. It wasn’t unusual for me to receive calls from the Title III room when the monitors discovered important information. I wanted to know anything that could possibly help our case. Thus far, I hadn’t been overly pleased with the results that we had received from the Title III intercepts. Just as I had expected, Settineri, Antonio Tricamo, and their associates had been very careful while talking on the phone. Most calls were either social in nature or just short conversations about scheduling a meeting somewhere in person in order to talk about some undisclosed issue. But the call that Ira had just alerted me to was not only puzzling but so important that it would change the entire course of the investigation.

Up to that point, we couldn’t have been any happier with how quickly Manny had made inroads with Settineri. After three successful meetings Settineri was already “talking dirty” with Manny, and I believed that we were ahead of schedule at this juncture of the investigation.

Then, after listening to the content of the call that Ira had warned me about, suddenly we were not.

The call, between Settineri and New York–based‌‌‌ mobster Anthony Rossi, was conducted approximately five minutes after Manny’s call to Settineri. The conversation started innocently enough, with the two exchanging pleasantries and laughing about something that had happened at a party they had recently attended together. And then Settineri told Rossi, “Do you remember that guy that I told you about, the guy that I said I thought I could make some big money with?” Rossi answered yes and asked how it was going.

Settineri continued, “Well, he just left a message for me to call him, but you know, I have survived on the streets my whole life listening to my inner self, you know, I have always listened to my gut. Well, brother, my gut is telling me this guy is bad news, you know, I think this guy is a cop!”

“Yes, my friend, you are right then,” Rossi replied. “Your intuition has always served you well. Walk away then.”

And just like that, all the time, careful planning, and effort we had expended was headed down the drain. The meetings, the scenarios we had created, Manny’s rapport building with Settineri—we had thought they all had been a great success. But they had not worked, and it was like a punch in the gut. For whatever reason, Settineri had been “spooked.”

Once the shock wore off, there was much discussion of our options. Initially, we decided to wait a few days to see if Settineri changed his mind and decided to return Manny’s call. He did not, so we opted to have Manny send him a follow-up text message. After a few more days of waiting, however, there was still no reply from Settineri, and we knew that there was nothing else for us to do. We had to be as realistic in our approach as possible—meaning, if Manny were a high-level bad guy and he called someone a couple of times and they didn’t call him back, he would never chase them down.

All FBI agents know that complex investigations come with many pitfalls and surprises, and Paesan Blues had certainly been no exception. Because we were now trying to come to terms with what had happened, Alex and I had many conversations with Manny. What did we do wrong? Why did Settineri suddenly decide that something wasn’t right? We thought that our undercover scenario was airtight, and it had seemed to work for a while.

In reality, however, Settineri was right. We were cops, and nothing would change that. You had to give Settineri some credit: his gut instinct had served him well. For now.
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Yes Way, José


Antonio Tricamo had been Roberto Settineri’s right-hand man for several years. Despite their close relationship, Tricamo was the polar opposite of the brooding and guarded Settineri. Flashy and gregarious, he was a very fit “muscle head” who liked the ladies and loved to party. He also loved to make money, especially easy money. Tricamo had a dilemma, and he knew that he would have to make a decision soon.

When he needed to think, he walked the sands of Miami Beach, where the gentle waves gave him a brief respite from his chaotic life. As he entered the beach at the Fifth Street entrance across from the old Bentley Hotel, he also knew that his decision would have a direct impact on his relationship with his mentor, and friend, Roberto. He had much respect for Roberto and had always been loyal to him. But lately Tricamo sensed their relationship wasn’t as strong as it had once been.

It had all started six months before, when Roberto sent Antonio off to New York to help maintain his business relationship with Roberto’s friend Gaetano Napoli. Napoli gave Antonio a job at his pizzeria and a place to stay. Tricamo’s orders were to monitor Roberto’s business interests with Napoli and, more importantly, to develop some inroads in New York that might allow for “other” business opportunities for Roberto.

Tricamo was always eager for a new opportunity; he liked working for Roberto and always wanted to impress him. After a few weeks, however, he realized that the New York lifestyle was not for him. He missed Miami and his South Beach friends, and he did not like Gaetano or his son, Gaetano Jr. They were typical Ital-Americans, unsophisticated and boorish, and to make matters worse, they treated Antonio like an outsider. The situation soon proved unbearable for Tricamo, and he returned to Miami after only two months in New York.

Upon his return, Roberto was sympathetic and said that he was not upset with Tricamo, but things had felt different between the two ever since. Although Roberto had said that he understood, his actions said something entirely different. Roberto no longer included Tricamo as much as before, socially or even when it came to “business.” Hence the dilemma, because Tricamo felt disrespected.

With the sun setting on another fabulous day on Miami Beach, Tricamo finally made his decision. If Roberto didn’t appreciate him, maybe it was time to go it alone.

A mobster’s reputation hinges on his ability to make money and “kick up” a share of the earnings to the boss. Tricamo had been a good earner for himself and Settineri in the past, but he had hit a dry spell—until now. Two days before his walk on the beach, Tricamo had scored a big fish and a great opportunity to make some easy money. And during that walk on the sand, he made the decision not to include Roberto in his good fortune.

The opportunity had presented itself one night in Miami Beach, while Tricamo attended a dinner party on Lincoln Road at the upscale establishment known as Meat Market. Tricamo’s attention was quickly diverted to an impressive and flashy figure who seemed to be the main attraction at the party. It was easy for Tricamo to recognize this type of figure, the type who seemed to stand out among everyone else, because Tricamo had plenty of experience seeking out people just like this every day. Someone he could mooch off, or con, or possibly even make consistent cash from. It was apparent to Tricamo that this cat, known as “José,” had cash to burn.

José had made his appearance at the Meat Market in a limousine with a driver, along with an impossible-to-miss entourage of bodyguards and lackeys. Tricamo sidled up to José several times, doing what he did best: he struck up casual and funny conversations, tried to make himself relevant, and worked hard to look like a tough guy gangster. It takes one to know one, and José was definitely a gangster, albeit a high-level one. Using his gift of gab, Tricamo made a convincing impression that he was a “quality guy,” that is, a quality guy in the gangster world.

Before the evening was through, while no one else was around, Tricamo whispered to José, “If you ever need help with anything, I will be available for you.” José slipped Tricamo his business card, which included his phone number.

“Give me a call next week. I like you. I might have something for you,” José told Tricamo.

Tricamo was good at finding capital for himself, and with José, he had gotten his foot in the door. The irony was rich, for sure, because unbeknownst to Tricamo, he had used exceptional undercover skills to successfully work his way into the good graces of José. Also unbeknownst to him, of course, José was an FBI undercover agent.

Over the course of the investigation, I had the good fortune of developing a new informant who would assist in Paesan Blues. To protect his identity I will call him “Bridge.” Charismatic and blessed with the requisite social skills and street credibility, Bridge operated in very high circles within the South Florida social scene. Everyone who met him immediately wanted to be his best friend; most just wanted to party with him, and the more aspirational wished to be his new business associate. When Bridge first met Tricamo, he was just being himself: a wealthy and charismatic Miami businessman who partied with celebrities and lived a lifestyle that Tricamo could only dream of. That was enough for Tricamo, who quickly attached himself to Bridge during their very first meeting. It was actually amazing to watch, and I soon realized that Bridge was a true star. He would ultimately establish himself as the most successful informant I have ever worked with.

Bridge made such significant progress ingratiating himself with Tricamo that within days I advised him that he was in a prime position to “hand him off.” Having failed in our previous attempts with Manny, I had been planning to insert another undercover into the case, targeting Tricamo, for some time. There was a lot on the line, because another failure would likely mean the end of Paesan Blues.

José, whom I now chose to target Tricamo, was younger than Manny, but like Manny he was an exceptional undercover FBI agent. I knew José had a proven track record, because I had used him as an undercover in previous investigations. As a matter of fact, I had initially given strong consideration to using José as the main undercover to introduce to Settineri, but after much thought and debate, I had decided that Settineri would likely relate better to the older Manny.

When José and I first sat down to discuss the plan, our goal had been to create an atmosphere that would make it easy for Tricamo to find what he was always looking for: an opportunity to make money. And thanks to Bridge, who invited Tricamo to Meat Market that night, José was there to make it happen for him.

A few days after Tricamo and José first met, José and I put our heads together and created an undercover scenario for a “business deal” to present to Tricamo. Whenever you create an undercover scenario for a target, you also must give him an “out” to avoid any entrapment issues. In other words, you need to establish that the target is predisposed to engage in criminal activity. You therefore ask the target if they are interested in participating in a “business” activity, and then at some point during the conversation, you warn them that the business in question is illegal. This way they know from the beginning that they are getting involved with criminal activity, and it is their choice to participate or not.

One of my initial concerns at the time was that José might have some difficulty dealing with the tough guy persona of Tricamo, especially since we knew that Tricamo was known to have a violent criminal background. My concern was quickly dispelled during the first meeting when José finally pitched his “business” opportunity to Tricamo. It was one of those rare cold days in South Florida, and the flashy Tricamo showed up at José’s warehouse wearing a very fashionable fur coat. José took one look at Tricamo and with a chuckle said, “What the f— are you wearing? We don’t let any p—ies work here.”

With a sheepish look, Tricamo could only stutter, “It’s cold outside.”

“Aw, come on man, I’m just bustin’ your balls. Lighten up already,” José shot back.

Right from the beginning, José set the stage by totally emasculating Tricamo and letting him know that José was in charge. With the ground rules in place, Tricamo quickly jumped on José’s offer to be a part of a “business” opportunity. Within a few weeks, Tricamo was “helping” José and his crew transport and launder loads of cash generated from what Tricamo believed was a lucrative drug trafficking enterprise. This created a new direction in the investigation, especially due to the participation and enthusiasm of the arrogant, greedy, and undisciplined Tricamo.

Tricamo was not only very eager to make money, but he often seemed to have an innate desire to prove to José that he was more than just a lackey, that he was a bona fide gangster. He tried hard to appear like someone who could not only do the grunt work for a criminal enterprise but also create opportunities for the enterprise himself. For example, Tricamo was transporting $250,000 in drug money each week for José’s “cartel,” but he soon asked if José would be willing to sell black-market cigarettes to Tricamo on a side deal. José agreed as long as Tricamo was willing to purchase cases of counterfeit Marlboros. Tricamo assured that he was fine with this arrangement, as long as the price was right. Cha-ching!

The federal charges were racking up on Tricamo, and Alex and I closely monitored his rapidly evolving criminal activity. Eventually we were going to have to make a strategic decision regarding how long we were willing to continue with his illegal activity. We could confront Tricamo and seek his cooperation against Settineri, but what if he refused? We would then have to arrest him, and once Settineri caught wind of it, he would likely go underground and cease all of his criminal activities.

We didn’t have to make that decision yet, but I was certain the day was coming when we would have no other alternative but to take that risk. For now, we could only manage the Tricamo aspect of the investigation and continually analyze how it played into the overall objective of the case: Roberto Settineri.
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Bella Ciao


I had continued to take time out to regularly keep my Italian National Police (INP) counterparts up-to-date on the progress of the case. One afternoon during one of our weekly telephone calls, I advised Roberto D’Annunzio of our recent setback involving Settineri and Manny and our new direction in the case with Antonio Tricamo. I told him that I thought it was time for us to meet in person again for a more detailed discussion. An hour later, D’Annunzio called me back and extended an invitation for me to return to Italy for another joint INP-FBI conference. As on the previous trip to Rome, I would be providing a detailed briefing to dozens of high-level INP and Italian government officials. This time, however, the conference would be held in Sicily, where D’Annunzio and his Italian counterparts were anxious to be updated and to share information regarding the investigation.

I was not as excited about going this time, because I knew that they would be disappointed to hear the details of our recent setback. Besides, the trip would require an entire week away from my work in Miami. Nevertheless, I knew that it was necessary and important to keep our Italian colleagues in the loop.

The process required to request travel authorization for such a trip is extensive and often took several days to work its way through the necessary approval channels. Because the trip was only three weeks away, I quickly submitted the request to FBI management for authorization. The next day, I received a call from Diane. She asked about the trip to Sicily, and I could sense right away that she was in a good mood. She wanted to know if it would be a good idea for her to accompany me on the trip so that she could meet the INP officials. The call only lasted a few minutes, and by the time I had hung up the phone, it was official: Diane was going to Sicily with me for the INP-FBI conference.

The purpose of our trip to Palermo was primarily to share information regarding the Paesan Blues investigation. Fortunately, the INP scheduled the conference to coincide with a special event held in Sicily every year. That event is a memorial service for the late Italian judge Giovanni Falcone, who had been a fervent antimafia prosecutor feared greatly by the Italian mafia. In 1992, mafia assassins used explosives to kill Judge Falcone and his wife in their car as they were driving near Capaci, Sicily. The memorial service is held every May in Palermo, and it was an honor to be invited by the INP to attend an event so meaningful to the law enforcement community and the people of Italy.

The day of the memorial service I arrived early and wandered around the garden at the site of the event before the ceremony began. The garden and its adjoining courtyard were very crowded with more than 150 people. As I looked over into the far corner of the garden, I noticed a man standing under a tree by himself. I recognized him right away. Without hesitation and without even considering what I would say, I walked directly over to him and introduced myself.

“Hello, Mr. Freeh, I am Jerry Hester, and I am an FBI agent from Miami.”

I had met Louis Freeh before, but that was many years earlier when he was the director of the FBI. I knew that he would not remember me. Or so I thought.

“Oh, hi. Didn’t we meet each other when I visited the Miami office a few years back?” he replied.

I was stunned. “Yes, sir, we sure did. It’s great to see you again.”

How could he have remembered me? Louis Freeh was the former director of the FBI, and he had met literally thousands of agents over the years. At that point, in 2009, it had been nearly eight years since he last held that position. However, if you have ever spent any amount of time with him, this would probably not surprise you.

Brilliant and personable, Louis Freeh exhibited integrity, honor, and great leadership during his tenure as FBI director. It was quite a thrill for me to be able to have a nice one-on-one conversation alone with him that day. It was a memorable experience that I’ll always cherish. I believe that if he were still in charge today, the FBI would not be experiencing many of the problems and issues that it now faces.

At the conference, I provided the INP officials with another presentation and received more valuable intelligence and updated information from them regarding several of Settineri’s associates. As during the previous trip to Italy, the INP officials were wonderful hosts. This trip was especially rewarding, however, because I was able to spend more time bonding with D’Annunzio, his supervisor, and his management team. One INP official in particular, Rafael Grassi, was very charming and intelligent, always exquisitely dressed in a finely tailored suit.

Sincere and polite, the sophisticated Rafael made quite an impression—so much so that Diane fell head over heels for him, which was apparent to me from the moment she laid eyes on him. At some point early in our visit and out of earshot from any of the INP officials, she even asked me if I thought that Rafael “liked her.” Not really sure how to reply, I laughed lightly and told her that I wasn’t sure. Diane was single, so her personal life was her own as far as I was concerned. However, her little crush on Rafael was still kind of awkward for me. Partly because she was the boss, but primarily because I also had the feeling that Rafael didn’t like her in the same way that she liked him. We attended several after-hours events with the INP officials during the visit, and Diane would sidle up to Rafael every chance that she got. She could come across as brash at times and was known to let loose with a barrage of four-letter words that would make a sailor blush.

My suspicions were soon realized one evening after one of the social events. D’Annunzio called me aside and rather sheepishly conveyed to me that his boss, Rafael, harbored no romantic feelings for my boss, Diane, and that he hoped that this would not affect the working relationship between the INP and the FBI. Without hesitation, I told my friend, “In no way would something like that ever affect the great relationship, friendship, that you, I, and our agencies share. Also, please give my apologies to Rafael. Tell him that I understand.” I did not mention this to Diane. I figured that the situation would work itself out. Poor Rafael had to dodge Diane for the rest of the trip.

Nonetheless, it was still an enjoyable and rewarding trip. In case you were wondering, my luggage was lost again on this second trip. And I still had not learned my lesson from the previous trip—again I did not bring extra clothes in a carry-on bag. Not wanting to go through the embarrassment a second time, I was determined not to give my presentation in blue jeans. So I just bit the bullet and purchased nice Italian slacks, a white shirt, and a tie. I didn’t look as dapper as Rafael, but it got the job done.

Not long after my return to Miami, I was summoned once again to Diane’s office. We had gotten along relatively well in Sicily, so I wasn’t as apprehensive as I had been in the past when I was called in for a meeting. Seemingly much more comfortable with me as well, Diane was smiling broadly as I entered. She clearly had something on her mind as she quickly waved me to the chair in front of her desk.

“You know, since the Italians hosted us in their country, I think that it’s only proper that we invite them here sometime in the next few months,” she began. I had already considered this, and D’Annunzio and I had even touched on it a little in Sicily.

“Sure,” I replied, “I think that would be a good idea.”

It was true: the Italians had hosted me twice for official events, and we had yet to host an official visit for the INP. Over the past year, D’Annunzio had come alone to Miami a couple of times in order to familiarize himself with South Florida and to ride along on a few surveillances so that he could see the areas where Settineri operated his enterprise.

Although it was a good idea in general, I knew that Diane’s motives ran deeper. When James came on board as the new supervisory special agent (SSA), she had slightly eased up on her involvement in the case. Once we were invited by the Italians for the trip to Sicily, however, she reverted back to her old ways. At times it was almost as if I were working for two SSAs, but I had to admit that I preferred dealing with Diane much more than with James. And despite her tendency to micromanage the case at times, not to mention the embarrassing situation with Rafael, I could tell that she sincerely appreciated and respected the investigation. But sometimes she could go overboard, and today was one of those times. Midway through our discussion of the initial planning of the INP visit to Miami, in classic Diane style, she again put me in an uncomfortable position. She wanted to know if I would be willing and able to utilize one of the Miami division’s undercover assets for the sole purpose of entertaining our INP visitors when they arrived in Miami.

The Miami division’s undercover assets were managed and controlled by our FBI Miami undercover unit, and as previously mentioned, this unit was staffed by some of the most skilled agents in the FBI. These select agents were masters at covertly procuring anything from luxury cars, yachts, and houses to whatever else might be needed to enhance the credibility of high-level undercover operations. Information regarding the existence and location of those assets was kept secret, even to most FBI agents within the division, and they were only utilized for preapproved, high-level undercover operations. Agents who did have access to those assets were strictly forbidden to share any details with non-FBI personnel.

Needless to say, Diane’s request was completely improper, so I gently reminded the assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) of the well-established policy governing the use of undercover assets. I could quickly tell that my response irritated her.

“You know those guys pretty well. Can’t you just ask them if they will make an exception just this once for your case and for the Italians?” she asked.

This was the uncomfortable position that I was talking about. I had just advised her that her request was against FBI policy, and yet she was asking me, a subordinate, to utilize my connections to not only fulfill her desire to show off the covert FBI assets to our Italian visitors but to violate FBI regulations in the process.

“Those guys aren’t going to let me do that. I know that, and I don’t feel comfortable asking them,” I replied. Diane’s face sank, and I knew that she didn’t like my answer.

“Well, we’ll just see about that. I’ll ask them myself then. I’ll call them,” she said.

I thought that she was bluffing and only saying that because she was embarrassed or didn’t like being told no by a subordinate. I was nevertheless right in my refusal and thought that would be the last I heard of the subject.

Shortly after our meeting ended, however, I received an urgent call from Martin Suarez, one of the agents in the Miami undercover unit. Apparently Diane had not been bluffing. Martin told me that he had just gotten off the phone with her and relayed their conversation to me.

“I can’t believe that she asked me if we could bring foreign nationals to see our assets. She knows better than that,” Martin fumed. “I told her no way. I could lose my job for doing that.”

“I’m sorry, buddy, I told her that you weren’t allowed to do that,” I said. “I didn’t really think she would still go ahead and ask you.”

Diane’s completely inappropriate request made both of us very aware that we would have to be on our toes when dealing with her. For now we could only try to put the matter behind us. We didn’t know at the time that Diane had a long memory, and it would be some time before she forgot the matter. Actually, Diane would wait patiently for the opportunity to seek her vengeance on Martin and all of the agents within his unit.

Unfortunately, that opportunity came a couple of years later, long after the Paesan Blues investigation was completed. In an unrelated incident, it had come to light that a contractor hired by the undercover unit to provide various administrative services had been embezzling government funds. During the internal investigation it was discovered that the FBI contractor had at some point had telephone contact with a “suspected” foreign intelligence agent. Obviously, this discovery set off a heightened level of concern within the Miami executive ranks. From the very beginning of the investigation, the agents received no deference despite their exemplary reputations. They were immediately removed from their positions and treated as if they were guilty until proven otherwise. This was the tone set by the special agent in charge of the Miami division from the very beginning of the investigation, due in large part to the input and counsel of one of his “trusted” ASACs—Diane. After many months of dogged determination to find any criminal acts or policy violations committed by the undercover agents, the internal investigation was finally over, and the verdict was finally in: the agents were cleared of all wrongdoing. For some reason, however, their vindication was not revealed publicly or announced to other members of the Miami division. It would only be whispered quietly by Miami FBI employees among themselves in the hallways, in the gym, or outside the office. Despite their exoneration, the damage was done, and they never returned to the unit. They were transferred to other positions, and their careers would never be the same.

They had helped so many agents and investigations for so many years, and the premature end to their careers would affect undercover operations in Miami and the entire FBI for years to come.
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Wannabe Case Agent


Long before the downfall of the Miami undercover agents, Diane allowed James to begin a series of measures that were clearly intended to clip my wings and restrict my ability to operate the investigation with discretion and autonomy. It had become obvious to me that James was trying to establish more control over the investigation, even at the expense of the investigation itself. Just before James had become the supervisory special agent (SSA) of C-9, I had started to develop a somewhat acceptable working relationship with Victoria. But soon after gaining a cursory understanding of the investigation, James began to communicate more frequently with her. That is not unusual for an SSA, but it is unusual when an SSA attempts to make investigative decisions with the assistant U.S. attorney without the case agent’s input. For example, James and Victoria would make a decision on some random matter involving the investigation, and then one of them would try to strongarm me into implementing it.

I quickly picked up on their backhanded tactics and stood my ground when I disagreed with their decisions, especially those that were detrimental to the case. I was fair about it: if their opinion or decision on a matter was sound, I would go along. But I still did not appreciate their collusive methods, and a few times I told them just that, which often resulted in one of them backtracking. Sometimes, when confronted, they would privately blame each other for an ill-advised request or decision. It was a very disappointing and annoying attempt by two very insecure people to demonstrate more control than their skills and experience would allow.

But James would not give up on his quest for control, and as the SSA he did have a say in some things that were out of my control or just not worth the fight. One day, he called to tell me that Alex and I would no longer be permitted to work from the FBI Miami main office; instead, we would have to work out of the C-9 off-site location, and he expected us to arrive there first thing each morning. I reminded him that this arrangement had been approved by the previous assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) and SSA because it allowed for a more efficient use of time and resources, and it saved us from traveling thirty miles, each way, out of our way every day. But James would not bend. He claimed that the order was Diane’s and that it wasn’t his decision. I didn’t argue with him, only saying, “OK, James, but this is going to make our jobs a whole lot harder, and unnecessarily so.”

I wasn’t giving up though. I had another card to play. I was sitting in the main office that day, so after I finished my conversation with James, I walked upstairs to Diane’s office. She saw me standing outside her office talking to her secretary and immediately waved me in. I was hoping that she would be in a good mood and would be willing to listen to reason. My hopes were quickly dashed, however, and the meeting only lasted about ten minutes. Although I was given an opportunity to air my grievance, Diane would not budge on the decision. She explained that it was actually James who had requested that Alex and I return to the C-9 off-site, and she felt that it would be best if she supported his request. Diane attempted to make me feel better by assuring me that the decision was not made to punish Alex or me or because we had done anything wrong. She said it was only “because it would be easier” for James to oversee our work if we were all under the same roof.

I just sat there, listening to Diane, but I was still not buying it. Something just didn’t seem right, and I knew when I was being played. I knew that there had to be more to the story and that someone was not telling me the truth. James had told me that it was Diane’s decision, and Diane was now telling me that it was all James’s doing. It was a big red flag that my SSA and my ASAC were not being upfront with me. They were my bosses, and they could easily have chosen to be truthful about any decision they made because, frankly, there wasn’t a whole lot that I could have done about it.

But why had they chosen to make a controversial decision that they knew would clearly make my job more difficult and hinder my ability to efficiently operate a priority investigation? They claimed that it was so that James could more closely monitor our work, but that was just an excuse. On James’s first day as the SSA, I had assured him that I would keep him up-to-date on everything that was going on in the case, and I had dutifully kept my end of the bargain. I had even told him that I would come to his office and brief him in person whenever he liked. No, this decision was a power play made solely to flex their muscles and establish more control over me and the investigation. They were clipping my wings, and I would just have to deal with the consequences.

As I left Diane’s office that day with all of these troubling thoughts going through my head, my mind quickly shifted to what I was expecting to be one of the first casualties of this demoralizing decision. Ever since Alex had come on board as my faithful and trusted co–case agent, he had been a dependable partner as well as a sounding board. I had relied heavily on him for advice on the direction of the case as well as how to navigate some of the administrative problems that we had encountered during the investigation. As any FBI agent will tell you, the job itself is difficult enough when you are working a complex FBI investigation. You have to effectively manage the informants and the co–case agents, develop and implement an investigative strategy, and keep up with all of the accompanying paperwork. However, if you are also having great difficulty with the relationship and communication with your supervisors and the U.S. Attorney’s Office, it can be overwhelming and unbearable at times. Since coming on board, Alex had not failed to notice that the most pressing problems encountered in this investigation were not operational but administrative issues created by the people who were supposed to be on our side. Neither one of us had ever encountered problems of this magnitude, as frequently and consistently, on any one case in our entire careers, and I could tell that it was wearing on Alex. Rightfully so, and I was sympathetic.

Alex lived in southwest Miami, and it was a forty-five-minute drive just to get to the Miami main office. Remember, he was a star agent who had volunteered to transfer to the squad to work on the case, and he had been assured that he could work out of the Miami main office instead of having to commute the extra thirty minutes north to the C-9 off-site. Now that we were being ordered to work out of the off-site, he would be looking at a commute of about an hour and fifteen minutes each way. As FBI agents, we are often required to make many sacrifices, such as working weekends and long hours and getting out of bed at 3:00 a.m. for early-morning arrests, so enduring long commutes is sometimes a part of the job. However, this was unnecessary and intentional, and I was convinced that it was a power play to establish control. Worse yet, it would only make our jobs more difficult.

Given all the problems we had encountered, I was concerned that this might be one too many and would force Alex over the edge. He could easily request a transfer back to his old squad, and his old SSA would welcome him back with open arms. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he did, but the investigation would suffer as a result.

I had recently lost Shannon as well. Her husband, Joe, had recently accepted an office of preference (OP) transfer to Jacksonville, so Shannon obviously transferred as well. An OP transfer occurs when you voluntarily put your name on a list for a particular FBI office that you would prefer to work out of. I was happy for Joe and Shannon, but Shannon had left a void that I had not yet been able to fill. And now the thought of possibly losing Alex had me deeply concerned.

My concerns were warranted, and within days it became official. Alex called me one morning on the way to work and asked if we could meet for coffee. We had a nice conversation, and Alex was exceedingly apologetic. I told him not to worry and that I completely understood his decision. I really did too, because a dedicated agent like Alex deserved better. I even joked that I was actually jealous and that my only regret was that he wasn’t taking me along with him.

I was only half kidding, however, as now Ira and I were the only full-time agents working the case. With an investigation that had included two separate undercover operations and had a Title III going as well, we were sorely understaffed. For the replacement of Alex and Shannon, I received part-time assistance from various agents on the squad, but only on an “as-needed” basis for the duration of the investigation.

Notwithstanding, I still had an investigation to work, and it wasn’t productive to dwell on administrative issues that I had no control over. It was time to get back into the driver’s seat and refocus my concentration on the management of the case. Several weeks had passed since the last conversations between Settineri and Manny, and I knew that part of the investigation was likely over for good. That failure had led to a complete shift in strategy, and the new direction of the investigation had created a host of operational issues that would demand my utmost attention.

We were still having great success with Antonio Tricamo. But how could we get some of the good fortune that we were experiencing there to rub off on the Settineri side of the investigation? So far Tricamo had assisted our undercover agent, José, in the transportation and laundering of approximately $1 million in drug cash. This was enough to put him away for five years on federal money-laundering charges. Tricamo was also now purchasing large quantities of counterfeit cigarettes from José, which would ultimately result in even more federal charges.

From their phone conversations, we had no indication that Tricamo had told Settineri that he was working with José. It was possible that Tricamo had told Settineri in person, but it was also possible that he had not provided Settineri with any details because he didn’t want to share any of the proceeds or his good fortune. It was our hope that Settineri did know and would eventually nose his way in and that Tricamo would bring him into the business with José. But after several weeks, it became apparent that Tricamo had no immediate plans to include Settineri. As Settineri was our main target and the overall objective of the rapidly progressing undercover operation with José and Tricamo was to draw Settineri into the web, we were forced to now reevaluate our investigative strategy. We had several options to ponder.

First, we could have José propose a “business” opportunity to Tricamo that he would not be able to handle by himself—something big that would require him to bring in Settineri to help facilitate the criminal activity. For example, José could increase the frequency of the money-laundering activities or the amount of money involved. Or we could have José tell Tricamo that José was going to need additional help unloading even larger amounts of counterfeit cigarettes. Did Tricamo know anyone he trusted who would be willing to join the operation? I believed that if Tricamo were given an opportunity to make even more money, he would jump at the chance, even if he had to share some of the proceeds with Settineri. Second, we could develop an entirely new scenario for Tricamo. For instance, we could request that he assist José’s crew with the distribution of kilos of cocaine. If Tricamo were to agree, he would likely go to Settineri for help or for advice on a proposal of that nature. Third, we could also just try to flip him.

This third scenario would basically go as follows: I would approach Tricamo at his home and privately share with him all of the evidence we currently had on him since he began working with José. I would then give him his options: cooperate and work with team USA in the investigation on Settineri or go to jail. To approach Tricamo in this manner was very risky, primarily because there was a chance that he could tell me to pound sand and refuse to cooperate. Sure, we would arrest him at that point, but then Settineri would find out sooner or later that Tricamo had been arrested. An uncooperative Tricamo could alert Settineri that he was also a target of our investigation. That would be disastrous, because Settineri would then likely retreat from his illicit ways and go underground for a while, maybe even forever.

For now, we decided it was not worth the risk, and I believed that the first couple of options were more logical and safer for the investigation.

Another option that I had not considered would become apparent to me soon. I’m a big proponent of the old saying “It’s better to be lucky than good.” And we were about to get lucky.
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The Confessor


During the early phase of our investigation, long before the Title III wiretap authorization, our analyst had created a list of common callers that Roberto Settineri had contact with over an extended period. I had paid particular attention to those individuals whom Settineri was talking with most often, and I would ask the analyst to collect the background and criminal histories for those callers. I also took note of those callers who were well known, even if Settineri had infrequent contact with them. Not surprisingly, a review of Settineri’s old phone records had disclosed occasional contact with several celebrities and Miami-area VIPs that had caught my eye from the beginning of the investigation.

One of those callers in particular, Scott Rothstein, had piqued my interest from the very beginning. Rothstein was a Fort Lauderdale attorney from modest beginnings with a somewhat underwhelming professional track record. He nevertheless succeeded in eventually becoming the chairman and CEO of the prestigious law firm Rothstein Rosenfeldt Adler, which employed seventy attorneys and specialized in labor and employment matters, civil rights, intellectual property, internet law, corporate espionage, personal injury, wrongful death, commercial litigation, real estate, mergers and acquisitions, and governmental relations. Now that Rothstein was enjoying great success as an attorney, he had become somewhat of a celebrity in the South Florida business and social scene. He or his firm was always in the news, and Rothstein became quite visible all over town.

As a result, Rothstein was making large amounts of money, and he was not shy in letting everyone know that he was doing very well. He drove a Bugatti, wore a $100,000 watch, and owned several South Florida residential properties, including a $6 million waterfront home in Fort Lauderdale. He was also part owner of the former Versace mansion on South Beach, Bova Prime restaurant on Las Olas Boulevard, and several other restaurants and businesses in South Florida. Rothstein enjoyed his flashy lifestyle and loved being seen at exclusive social gatherings with celebrities, politicians, various law enforcement officials, and well-known individuals with dubious backgrounds.

One such individual that Rothstein had a relationship with was Roberto Settineri. Settineri’s phone records had confirmed that the two had spoken several times early in the investigation, and all of the calls had taken place over three months. Unfortunately, this was before we had Title III authorization, so we did not know the content of the conversations, only that the men had spoken a number of times during that period. With so little to go on, I could hardly imagine that this relationship would eventually be the turning point in the investigation.

After the crushing realization that the Settineri and Manny relationship was over for good, I had taken many steps to reevaluate the investigation and brainstorm about how best to proceed. Fortunately, the ongoing operations between José and Antonio Tricamo had been a success and had saved the investigation. But what to do now? Settineri was the main target, and the fact that we had Tricamo on the hook did not ensure that we would ever get to Settineri. There were decisions to make and a strategy to develop, a prospect made even more difficult by the fact that I no longer had the reliable support of Joe, Alex, or Shannon. Instead I had Diane, James, and Victoria on my team, and I wasn’t convinced that their priorities aligned with the greater good of the investigation. I was sorely in need of some good fortune or a lucky break, and it came on a December day in 2009.

It all began with another game-changing phone call, but this time the information I received would be just what the doctor ordered. Believe it or not, the good news came from Victoria at the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and it would change the entire focus and investigative strategy of Paesan Blues. Apparently, Rothstein had just turned himself in to the U.S. Attorney’s Office and confessed to masterminding a $1.2 billion Ponzi scheme that was about to go belly up.

According to the U.S. Attorney’s Office, for the last several years Rothstein had recruited dozens of individuals and conned them into participating in an elaborate investment scheme. Right out of the classic Ponzi scheme playbook, Rothstein had been paying dividends to the initial investors with money he had received from later investors. Unfortunately for Rothstein, that well eventually ran dry, and when he ran out of the funds necessary to keep his investors quiet, he also ran out of options. So he decided to turn himself in to the U.S. Attorney’s Office, confess all, and agree to cooperate with the impending investigation.

It was ultimately revealed that Rothstein had enticed his investors with an investment scheme related to the future settlements of various legal cases. It was later reported that one of those legal settlements involved the infamous Jeffrey Epstein and his 2008 plea deal and agreement to pay settlements to underage girls he had allegedly sexually abused. I was never involved in the FBI’s investigation into Rothstein’s investment fraud, and just like everyone else, I learned all of the particulars from the voluminous media reports detailing the fallout. My understanding of the scam was that Rothstein would advise prospective investors that he had plaintiffs who had successfully sued and won settlements in high-profile cases from various defendants. Instead of waiting on the settlements, however, the plaintiffs were supposedly willing to take lesser lump-sum payments. The idea was that by funding the lesser settlement amount for the plaintiff, the prospective investor would later make a nice profit when the full amount of the adjudicated settlement was received.

A team of agents was assigned to unravel the complexities of the fraud perpetrated by Rothstein, and several books have been written on the subject. For now, Rothstein was cooperating completely with the U.S. Attorney’s Office and was willing to do anything to help his current situation. This was not a surprise, as Rothstein was an attorney and understood that he faced a lengthy prison sentence. By cooperating, Rothstein assured himself of two important things. First, he would not go to jail immediately. In order to cooperate and to assist in other investigations, he would have to be out on the streets, although his activities would be strictly monitored and directed by the FBI. Second, and most importantly, Rothstein’s successful cooperation with the FBI could possibly result in a lighter prison sentence for him.

As a result of his agreement to cooperate with the U.S. Attorney’s Office, I received a call from Victoria asking if I would like to speak with Rothstein regarding his alleged relationship with Roberto Settineri and his associates. No FBI agent would ever decline such an opportunity when someone of Rothstein’s stature is cooperating and available to help you in your investigation. Even less so when you have experienced the dead end that we had recently encountered. While I was looking for a new angle in the investigation and was eager to speak to Rothstein, I was not letting myself get my hopes up too much. I knew that just because Settineri had some sort of relationship with Rothstein, there was no guarantee that Rothstein would be able to help with the objectives of the Paesan Blues investigation, no matter how much I or Rothstein wished it to be. Notwithstanding, it was clear that we had nothing to lose and everything to gain by talking to Rothstein. He would likely be very cooperative because the U.S. Attorney’s Office made clear that he would be given full credit toward his inevitable sentence involving his massive fraud scheme, but only if his assistance to the government resulted in convictions.

As a result of Rothstein’s criminal activities and during his cooperation with the government, the FBI initiated two separate investigations: a fraud investigation looking into everyone involved with his financial crimes and a public corruption investigation regarding his confessed criminal activities involving various public figures. The case agent spearheading the public corruption aspect was Richard Stout, a great and experienced agent who was also a friend of mine. Richard would have his hands full from that time forward and received a lot of well-deserved recognition for his work on the Rothstein case for years to come.

Rothstein had much to tell, and due to the extra work involved with his cooperation in Paesan Blues, as well as the public corruption and the fraud investigations, it would be necessary to assign another FBI agent specifically to be his “handler.” Since Rothstein would be involved with three investigations, the handling agent would be responsible for parceling out his services to each, juggling the involved logistics, and, most importantly, handling all of the time-consuming documentation for the FBIs administrative and policy requirements that you must comply with when you are operating a cooperating defendant in multiple investigations.

I was fully occupied with the Paesan Blues investigation, so I was grateful to have the help of another agent who would act as the source handler. However, I was caught off guard when I discovered that James, my supervisory special agent (SSA), had taken it upon himself to choose and assign an agent to handle Rothstein in the Paesan Blues investigation without even speaking to me about it. In an investigation of the magnitude of Paesan Blues, it was a matter of common courtesy, as well as common sense, that the SSA would at least consult the case agent when making such a decision. More telling was the clear message that it sent regarding James’s motives and character; he appeared to prioritize controlling the decision-making process over the greater good of the investigation itself.

For me, that realization was cemented when I received a phone call from the agent who had been assigned as the source handler for Rothstein during the time that he would be cooperating on Paesan Blues. The source handler James chose for that role was none other than Donny. Yes, the same Donny who, as a previous co–case agent, had caused me more trouble than he was ultimately worth. The same Donny who was prone to acts of subversion against his fellow agents. And the very same Donny who finally realized that he wasn’t succeeding in his attempts to run the case as he saw fit and decided to “take his ball and go home”—to quit working on the case altogether. But how could something like this happen? It was all very simple.

I had learned over the past year or so that Donny’s Achilles’ heel was always having to be the center of attention. He had to be in charge of, or at least involved with, the “big case” on the squad. If he wasn’t, he would try to undermine the work of the other agents involved in an attempt to somehow make himself essential to the investigation. When those efforts failed, much as they had during his time working on Paesan Blues, Donny would then resort to other measures. I would learn from other agents on the C-9 squad that Donny had put on a masterful performance in kissing up to the new boss. From the moment James arrived, Donny had worked his way into his good graces, provided the new SSA with a self-serving and biased analysis of the Paesan Blues investigation, and proposed solutions for the alleged problems with the case. No matter the profession, most everyone at one time or another has had to interact with this type of coworker.

This revelation suddenly helped me see things a little bit more clearly. It shed new light on the aloof and cold reception that I had initially received from James and his continued attempts to marginalize my role and decision-making in the investigation, not to mention his insistence that Alex and I return to the off-site so that we could be under James’s watchful eye, which ultimately led to Alex’s request to leave the squad. More importantly, I was now beginning to develop a deeper understanding of what was really happening around me. In the not-so-distant past, an SSA or assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) would not have permitted a disruptive force like Donny to affect me or my case in such a manner. But this was the new FBI, one that in the last few years had been very busy developing new policies that would restrict the abilities of case agents to run investigations in the best interests of the Bureau’s overall mission. The tried-and-true method of old was now replaced by a new system of increased oversight by supervisors with little experience, whose first priorities were self-advancement and self-promotion, with the objectives of the investigation coming in second. Not all FBI supervisors fall into this category; I was very fortunate to have served with several outstanding SSAs and ASACs throughout my career. I am referring to the new culture of the FBI, which encouraged “careerism,” which in turn developed a new breed of supervisors, like James and Diane, during the latter half of my career.

After absorbing all of these realities, I struggled with a few mixed emotions. I was growing really weary of all of these problems imposed by supervisors and other outside forces. My first inclination was to march into James’s office and have it out with him once and for all, but the rational side of me also wanted to do what was best for the investigation. How could I make my discontent known, while also moving the case forward in the best way possible? After thinking it through, I decided that approaching James was not the way to go, because I realized that nothing I could say to him would likely make a difference. He had proven himself time and again to be underhanded and untrustworthy, and he was clearly more interested in controlling the investigation than in seeing it succeed. Diane, on the other hand, at least gave the appearance of wanting the investigation to succeed. Although she clearly had ulterior motives as well, I had a better relationship with her and figured that presenting my grievances to her in response to the recent developments presented a much better opportunity.

At this point, I was at the end of my rope, and I had a lot to say. Once I entered her office, I began the meeting with this statement: “Diane, I am not going to be treated like this by that putz anymore.”

“Huh, what?” Diane replied.

“James, I’m talking about James,” I said. Then I just let it all out.

“He’s gone too far this time, Diane. I started this investigation three years ago, all by myself. I developed the case, the strategy, and the informants. I have had co–case agents come and go. Different and difficult AUSAs. You removed one of the best SSAs that I have ever had and replaced him with the worst SSA I have ever seen. You let him come in here and restrict my ability to effectively operate the case, and to make matters worse, you even let him move us out of the main office and back to the off-site, which severely restricted us even more. That was the final straw for Alex; he was so tired of dealing with it all that he left the squad. He’s one of the best agents in Miami, and I no longer have him working with me because of all of this dysfunction.

“I have never complained; I have been a good soldier and have just continued to carry on doing the job despite his constant interference. Until now. James has now assigned Donny to be the source handler for Rothstein. Did you know that he was my first co–case agent when I started this case and that he caused nothing but trouble the entire time that he was on the case? I had problems with the U.S. Attorney’s Office because of him. I received complaints about him from both another agent and from one of the sources regarding his inexcusable behavior, and when I tried to reel him in, he just quit working on the case. James knows this, and he has allowed himself to be manipulated into injecting him back into the case, without even consulting with me.

“That’s it for me. I want to step down as the case agent of Paesan Blues. Let James and whoever the hell else he wants run the case. That’s what he wants anyway.”

I got it all off of my chest, and I meant every word of it. Diane had been staring at me the whole time, and her face was drawn.

“What do you mean? No, please don’t do that,” she pleaded. “I understand and respect your side of it, and your issues and concerns are justified. But as for Donny being assigned as the handler for Rothstein, that was at the insistence of Victoria and the U.S. Attorney’s Office. I know that Victoria has been an obstacle for us and Paesan Blues, but somehow Donny has weaseled his way into her good graces. Victoria wants Donny to be in the mix for Rothstein, and if so, it will keep her happy and off of all of our backs.”

I should have known. Donny was working his magic to make himself relevant just so that he could be “in the mix” again. Some things never change. Diane, solemn now, continued.

“Please stay on. See it through and finish the case. At the end of the investigation, if you no longer want to work for James, I will let you transfer to any squad that you choose. For now, I can guarantee you that you will run Paesan Blues, and Donald will only be the source handler.”

“What about James?” I asked.

“I will talk to him and tell him our agreement. I will tell him to back off, stay out of the way, and let you do your job, I promise. Please stay and see it through,” she repeated.

I was now the one with the staid expression as the ball was in my court. I had made my case and presented it completely and clearly. Diane had countered, and her response provided a possible solution to my grievances. It wasn’t perfect, but I knew that this was about as good a deal as I could possibly negotiate with my ASAC. I considered it a partial win, but it was time to get back to work.
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This Is the Guy?


Diane kept her end of the bargain and also became my de facto supervisory special agent after that, which was much better than the alternative. From that point forward, I had very little interaction or communication with James, and frankly I didn’t need much from him anyway. Whenever I needed approval for any operational matters, I went to Diane directly. Diane and I would have our disagreements on some things from time to time, but we were always able to come to terms in the best interests of the investigation. Overall, we would continue to work well together for the duration of the investigation.

Like a good soldier, I kept my end of the bargain as well and coordinated with Donny when it came time for me to work with Scott Rothstein. Donny was very friendly to me, almost giddy now that he was again involved with the Paesan Blues investigation again. He and I were able to come to a working agreement within the confines of our respective roles; I was running the case, but he was in a position to feel like he controlled some aspect of it. In a way he did, because Donny would be involved with every interaction that I had with Rothstein from that day forward. I made the most of it, and surprisingly we worked pretty well together. I had a job to do, and he ensured that Rothstein was ready and available when needed. Rothstein was indeed willing and able, but he had no idea what he was getting himself into. As it would turn out, just handling the deflated and depressed Rothstein was a full-time job for Donny. Be careful what you ask for, as the old saying goes.

I remember being somewhat underwhelmed the first time that I met Rothstein. I had heard many stories over the years about the brash, confident, and flashy attorney, but the Rothstein I interviewed that day looked defeated and exhausted. I pondered the ramifications of his fall from grace and wondered how he was able to function despite the obvious stress and pressure that he must have been under. I wanted to quickly break the ice, so I began to engage him in small talk, trying to establish a positive rapport, while simultaneously gauging his mental fortitude for the challenging tasks ahead. He was initially subdued and deferential, but he made a point of assuring me that he was very serious about his commitment to assisting in the investigation. The longer we spoke that first day, Rothstein slowly became more upbeat and comfortable. At one point he smiled and then confided that he was anxious and eager to assist and again declared that he was willing to do anything to help me in the investigation. I knew that he was skilled in the art of deception, so my only reply was, “Time will tell.”

Rothstein and I both knew that helping us was in his best interest, as he was looking at decades in jail for his $1.2 million Ponzi fraud scheme. I was about to ask him a series of very important questions, so it was very important that he understand the ground rules from the very beginning of our relationship. “No matter how much you may want to help,” I told Rothstein, “it is imperative that you abide by the very first rule of cooperation, which is to be truthful at all times, in every instance of both actions and words.” As the source handler, Donny would further admonish Rothstein that if we were to discover at any time that any information he provided turned out not to be truthful, his cooperation and participation in the Paesan Blues investigation would cease immediately. Subsequently, a report would be sent to the U.S. Attorney’s Office providing the details of the determination that his cooperation was deemed unreliable and untruthful; from there, the U.S. Attorney’s Office would decide whether to allow him to continue to cooperate in the other investigations or to send him directly to jail. Rothstein obediently replied that he understood and stated that such a thing would never happen. As I said before, time would tell, but this time I kept the thought to myself.

During the initial interview with Rothstein, many questions were posed to him over a period of several hours: How do you know Settineri? What is your relationship? How often have you met with him and where? What business have you conducted with him? What illegal activities have you conducted with him or seen or known him to commit?

From the very beginning, it was apparent that Rothstein was well aware of Settineri’s stature in the world of Italian organized crime and his reputation on the streets.

“Settineri is the real deal; he’s a real mobster. I have always been afraid of him,” Rothstein said to me during one of our first meetings.

“You should be,” I quickly replied.

Unfortunately, after many hours of discussion, it also became apparent that Settineri and Rothstein did not have much of an ongoing business relationship. At one time, Rothstein sought a recommendation from Settineri for a security company to provide security at Rothstein’s Villa Casa Casuarina on Miami Beach. This upscale property was renowned for having originally been the home of Italian fashion designer Giovanni Versace and for being where he was gunned down in broad daylight in 1997. Rothstein had purchased the famous mansion with the idea of developing a luxury resort and restaurant on the property. Settineri ultimately provided a recommendation for a security company for Rothstein, which was known as Five Star Security and Executive Protection. According to Rothstein, that was the extent of their business dealings, though it would not be the last time Five Star Security would become relevant to the relationship between Settineri and Rothstein.

Until now, their relationship had been largely social in nature, and they did have a few friends in common, which resulted in Settineri and Rothstein often sharing the same social spaces. This was not a surprise given the fact that both very much enjoyed running in South Florida’s elite social circles. The stark difference between the two, however, was that Rothstein enjoyed being in the limelight while Settineri preferred to lurk in the shadows, often with a small group of influential confidantes. The fact that their relationship wasn’t really that deep was not a showstopper, but it was a game changer, because it meant there was no established or preexisting business relationship that we could resurrect in order for Rothstein to get close to Settineri. To make matters even more difficult for us, Rothstein was not aware of any specific criminal activity that Settineri might have been involved with. The two just were not that close, and Rothstein could not recall anyone ever speaking of the specifics of Settineri’s “business” activities. Rothstein stated that beyond his being a mobster, the only thing he knew about Settineri was that he claimed to be a wine distributor and owned a few restaurants.

“Welcome to my world,” I replied. Settineri sure was a secretive and mysterious dude.

After many hours of intense questioning over a couple of days, it was becoming clear that Rothstein not only had no information on Settineri’s criminal activities but unfortunately didn’t know much about him at all. Therefore, we would have to come up with some creative ideas of our own. Recent developments had given us a starting point, because by this time it had become national news that Rothstein had turned himself in to the U.S. Attorney’s Office as a result of his $1.2 billion Ponzi scheme and would soon be criminally charged with federal fraud violations. Not known at the time, however, was that Rothstein was working with the FBI, and we would use this pertinent bit of information, or lack thereof, to our advantage.

One thing I learned a long time ago while working undercover FBI investigations is that your operative plan should call for the undercover agent in the investigation to stay as close to the truth as possible. For example, if the undercover does not know his way around New York that well, do not have him tell the target that he used to live in New York. This may sound like common sense, but at times it can be tempting to come up with a legend (story) for the undercover that is similar to the target’s as a way to expedite the ingratiation period. However, this can be counterproductive in the end; when it becomes apparent that the undercover doesn’t know something that he should know, or that he previously claimed to know, he will quickly lose all credibility. The target won’t trust or believe him anymore, which could derail the undercover’s involvement in the investigation, which in turn could blow the entire investigation itself. This prevailing wisdom holds true whether you are employing an undercover agent, an informant, or a cooperating defendant. Details matter, so we decided that Rothstein, as a cooperating defendant in our investigation, would simply play himself. Our goal was to develop an airtight and believable scenario that would be easy for Rothstein to pitch to Settineri.

As previously mentioned, the blockbuster story of the enormous fraud that Rothstein had perpetrated was now all over the news. Story after story was replayed to a national audience detailing how Rothstein had duped people into investing in his firm, then used most of that money to fund an extravagant lifestyle for himself and his family. This meant that in addition to the millions of dollars’ worth of real estate, exotic cars, luxury watches, and jewelry that he had purchased, he very likely had had other assets, including hidden bank accounts, that federal investigators could potentially take weeks or even months to locate. When you are a guy like Rothstein, given the circumstances that you suddenly find yourself in, you might consider trying to conceal some of those assets from federal investigators—for the future, for your family, for when you get out of jail. Anyone in such a situation would at least give that some thought, right?

Well, this would become the basis for the operational scenario we would develop for Rothstein. When you have a cooperating defendant involved in your investigation, you must be very specific and very detailed in your instructions, since they do not have the training or the experience that an FBI undercover agent has. That being said, some cooperating defendants already seem to possess the necessary skills required to approach, befriend, and then betray others. These traits seem to come quite naturally to some, and fortunately for the FBI, Rothstein was one of those people. This ability often explains how people like Rothstein find themselves in the predicament at hand in the first place. Our first set of instructions for Rothstein was quite simple and straightforward: place a phone call to Settineri and request a face-to-face meeting with him. Since this was Rothstein’s first-ever FBI-directed operational activity, we provided him with a basic script in order to prepare him for that first call.

It had been no more than a few days since I had first met Rothstein; yet I could tell that he was a little nervous. The script was written, and it was almost showtime. Everything and everyone was in place, and as we were testing the telephonic recording equipment, Donny was trying to soothe Rothstein’s nerves. The first call went really quickly, and as we had anticipated, Settineri did not answer the phone. As directed, Rothstein left a quick voicemail. No details, only a request for a call back.

To understand the magnitude of the situation at that point, keep in mind that I was the case agent of a high-profile investigation and now had a high-profile informant involved. This inherently increased the scrutiny and the pressure that I was under, especially since I knew that the likelihood of success was no more than 50 percent because the hand we were dealt was less than ideal. When your target (and the entire country) knows that your informant has recently been arrested, your chances of convincing the target to join arms with him and enter into any kind of business activity are extremely low. I had only gauged the odds of success as a coin toss because, in a backhanded sort of way, this idea was so over the top that I thought it just might work. But now, after the first call had been placed, I was starting to sweat and lose some of the confidence I had when we first orchestrated the plan.

As I was lamenting our situation, Rothstein’s phone rang. It was Settineri. He was cordial and polite but remarked that he was surprised to be hearing from Rothstein while so much was going on. Rothstein explained to Settineri that yes, he had screwed up, and because of that he was under much stress at the moment. He was in trouble and needed some help with something. Did Settineri have some time to meet for coffee? Rothstein advised that he had something he wanted to discuss.

Settineri was initially somewhat standoffish, especially when Rothstein told him that he didn’t want to share the subject matter over the phone. Rothstein wanted to talk in person. There was a long pause, and Settineri was not saying anything now. “He’s losing him. It’s not working,” I thought. And then Rothstein began a seamless transition into an earnest appeal that would draw Settineri back in. Saving the day, Rothstein worked his magic and performed one of the most artful displays of schmoozing I had ever witnessed. When Rothstein finished his impressive plea, Settineri’s demeanor and tone were completely changed. He seemed more sympathetic now, and as a result his curiosity got the better of him. The recorded conversation ended soon thereafter, but not before Settineri agreed to meet Rothstein for coffee.

And just like that, the stage was set. I was amazed. I would forever be impressed and often reminded of the fantastic performance that I had just witnessed. Remember, Rothstein’s entire world had recently been turned upside down when his massive Ponzi scheme crumbled, and he had no other recourse than to turn himself in. Yet, under such great pressure and extreme circumstances, he was nevertheless able to maintain his guile and concentration and convince someone like Settineri to meet with him. It was truly remarkable and a testament to Rothstein’s skills in the art of persuasion.

The stage may have been set, but the script had not yet been finalized. The meeting between Rothstein and Settineri would occur two days after their phone conversation, so we spent many hours in the meantime devising and preparing an operational plan for that first meeting. While we also tried to prepare for any possible contingencies, something unexpected occurred that had everyone concerned. Despite his exemplary initial performance, Rothstein was now a nervous wreck. Donny called me the next morning to advise that Rothstein had not slept well the night after the phone call and seemed to be suffering from anxiety and depression. Donny was very worried about him, so I immediately drove over to the secure hotel room where Rothstein was staying. Two agents providing Rothstein with around-the-clock security had alerted Donny to Rothstein’s condition that morning. He was obviously nervous about his upcoming meeting with Settineri scheduled for the next day. However, he was also depressed about the particular situation that he now found himself in, and that reality, along with what he was about to do, was weighing heavily upon him.

I was sympathetic—we all were—and we sat down with Rothstein to try to gauge his capacity to effectively continue in the operation. Our commiseration was sincere, but in light of Rothstein’s unfortunate condition, we were compelled to advise him of his limited available options. Because our timeline was short, operational expediency required that our message to Rothstein be clear and succinct. If the stress and pressure to continue cooperating in the investigation were too much for him, we would not pressure him to continue. However, if he decided to discontinue his cooperation in the Paesan Blues investigation, we would be obligated to notify the U.S. Attorney’s Office of his decision. It was his choice, and we would respect and understand how difficult this was for him. We told him to take a few minutes, think it over, and let us know his decision as soon as possible.

Rothstein wouldn’t take much time, and I knew the underlying reason for his quick decision to continue to work with us. Although he was cooperating in his own fraud case and in other public corruption matters, he knew that the more he did on the street for the FBI, the better his chances were to potentially earn a sentence reduction for his cooperation. If he ticked off the U.S. Attorney’s Office now and was ordered to jail to await his adjudication, there would be virtually no chance of that.

Rothstein assured us that he was ready to proceed, so we stayed for a while longer and shared our planning and strategy with him for the important meeting with Settineri. Rothstein, much less tense now, seemed comfortable with his marching orders. It had been a long two days for everyone, and it was getting late. It was time to give Rothstein time to unwind and get some rest. Tomorrow was going to be a big day.
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The Pitch


We chose a quiet Cuban cafe in Miami as the location for Scott Rothstein’s first meeting with Roberto Settineri. News stories of Rothstein’s fraudulent activities were all over the media, so it was important to have him meet at a location outside Fort Lauderdale so that no one would be likely to recognize him. When you look at a map, Fort Lauderdale and Miami may not seem very far apart. With regard to the culture, the people, and the social scene, however, the two cities are worlds apart. There is no better place to blend in or to go unrecognized than the Little Havana section of Miami.

Although Settineri had been curiously receptive during the initial phone call with Rothstein, as expected he was back to his usual guarded and cautious self. Over a cup of café con leche, Settineri listened quietly and intently as Rothstein lamented his bad luck and further described his current legal predicament. Rothstein provided a complete rundown of the entire unfortunate situation that he now found himself in, which elicited an occasional sympathetic nod from Settineri along the way. Rothstein emphasized, with dramatic flair, that he had never had any intention to defraud anyone and had actually organized the entire investment plan to give everyone involved the opportunity to get rich quickly. Through no fault of his own, however, and due to the downturn in the economy, the entire investment project that he had created in good faith had come crashing down all around him. He emphasized to Settineri that he was the good guy here, a victim, and that the feds were going to pin everything on him. It just wasn’t fair. Rothstein needed some help, and the only man he knew and trusted who was in a position to actually help him was Roberto Settineri. We had coached him well, but I have to give credit where credit is due. No amount of coaching could stand in for the skills and abilities exhibited by such a prolific con man as Rothstein.

For the next hour or so, Rothstein continued on with his performance. He told Settineri that due to his failed investment scheme, federal investigators were now demanding that he disclose all of his assets. Knowing that much of what he owned was subject to seizure by the feds, Rothstein told Settineri that he had reported everything to the feds except for $10 million that remained hidden in a bank account. The money was left over from his investors, and the account was in a bogus name. The feds were going to take everything he owned, but Rothstein’s family would need some funds to live on. Would Settineri help Rothstein move the money into another hidden offshore bank account before the feds found it?

Before Settineri could even reply, Rothstein had another request. He told Settineri that he also had boxes of incriminating legal documents that he needed to have shredded or destroyed. The documents were in a rented storage unit also under a bogus name, and Rothstein had the key. The documents had been requested by the feds via subpoena and would be damning to Rothstein’s case if they were ever discovered.

“If you are able and willing to do this for me,” Rothstein told Settineri, “I will give you $1 million once the work is completed. If you agree to the do the job, I will give you an upfront good faith payment of $50,000.”

When Rothstein had finally finished, Settineri leaned back in his chair as if to create distance between them. He then frowned as he looked Rothstein directly in the eye, shaking his head side to side in what appeared to be a negative response. Settineri remained silent for a few more seconds, but he was still shaking his head.

All of a sudden, in a raised and emotionally driven voice, he then asked Rothstein, “Do you think I’m stupid, or do you think I’m crazy?” Rothstein would later tell us that at this point he thought that the case was blown for good. Settineri seemed to be so pissed off at him that he also thought he was about to get the crap beat out of him right then and there. And just as Rothstein was seriously considering alerting us with a pre-established duress signal (which would have resulted in six armed FBI agents immediately coming to his rescue), Settineri’s demeanor and tone quickly changed.

“I’m just messing with you, brother,” Settineri said. “Of course I will help you. I am a loyal friend, and I always help my friends in need. Let me work out a few details with some of my people, and let’s meet up again in a few days.”

For the next few days, Settineri was on the move. As a result, we were able to identify two thugs he had recruited to assist with the proposed work for Rothstein. The two new subjects, Enrique Ros and Daniel Dromerhauser, were coincidently part of the Five Star Security and Executive Protection group. This was the same company that Settineri had previously recommended to provide security for Rothstein’s Villa Casa Casuarina in Miami Beach. Although the Five Star company would agree to help Settineri again with a project involving Rothstein, this time the stakes would be much higher. Ros and Dromerhauser would know, from the moment they agreed to help Settineri, that they were being brought in to assist in illicit activity on behalf of a Settineri client.

Rothstein and Settineri next met over dinner in an out-of-the-way Italian restaurant in Pembroke Pines, Florida. The restaurant was owned by a friend of Settineri’s, who had agreed to let Settineri use the spot for the meeting on a night when the restaurant would normally be closed. In FBI operations, we generally like to choose or control the meeting site when possible, but I concurred with using this particular venue because the closed restaurant would again lessen the chances of someone recognizing Rothstein. Moreover, the restaurant was in an area that would easily allow a team of agents to blend in among the pedestrian traffic outside the restaurant in a busy strip mall area.

Upon arrival, I observed Settineri make the short walk from the parking lot to the restaurant with that confident and deliberate swagger that I had witnessed many times before. Once he was inside, Settineri became uncharacteristically talkative and upbeat, almost eager to begin the meeting. Over dinner and drinks, he began to share much of the planning and the accommodations he had lined up in preparation for the job that he had agreed to do for Rothstein. Settineri proclaimed that he was ready to start the job as soon as Rothstein was ready to proceed. To be clear with the instructions and to avoid any misunderstandings, he asked Rothstein to again provide him the details of exactly what he wanted him to do. In response, Rothstein summarized his request as follows: Settineri was to locate and destroy the subpoenaed documents belonging to Rothstein, which were housed in a storage unit controlled by Rothstein. Settineri was to also open a clean bank account and provide Rothstein with the new account number and the wiring instructions. Rothstein would in turn wire the $10 million to the bank account opened by Settineri. Once the funds were received, Settineri would then be provided with wiring instructions to an offshore account controlled by Rothstein’s family. Thereafter, Settineri was to wire $9 million back to Rothstein’s offshore account.

After Rothstein had finished with the instructions, Settineri had a few minor questions, which Rothstein quickly answered. Settineri seemed satisfied with the answers and agreed to the terms and conditions of the job. Rothstein then gave Settineri the keys to the storage unit containing the documents and the details of its location. With the bulk of the important issues addressed, the two men continued on with their meal. The rest of the recorded meeting went on for another forty-five minutes, but the conversation was mostly social in nature. When the meeting was finished Settineri and Rothstein stood up, shook hands, and separately departed the restaurant.

We had instructed Rothstein to meet us at a secure location several miles away after the meeting was concluded. When Rothstein arrived at our meeting site, he greeted us with a reassuring smile. We spent over an hour with him, going over every last detail of the meeting just in case some of the recorded conversation later proved difficult to understand. Once we had completed our debriefing, we quickly transported Rothstein back to his secure hotel room. After digesting our notes from the debriefing and later listening to the actual recording of the meeting, we realized how close we were to having something substantial on the elusive and mysterious mafioso Roberto Settineri.

However, there was still much work to be done. At this point in the investigation, we had a recording of Settineri involved in a conspiratorial conversation that confirmed his acceptance of the job offered by Rothstein, with the terms and conditions explicitly outlined to him. Although we had solid conversations, we still needed Settineri to engage in “overt acts” in order to have chargeable offenses. An overt act is an affirmative act that implies criminal intent in furtherance of a crime, or a conspiracy to commit a crime, and is provable as evidence.

Likely because it was the easiest place to start, Settineri began with the document-destruction part of the agreement. We had rented a local storage unit under a fictitious name and placed half a dozen boxes of what appeared to the casual observer to simply contain business and banking records. We no longer had a Title III wiretap on Settineri’s phone, but we were able to monitor his phone records to establish that he was in frequent phone contact with Ros and Dromerhauser. Our surveillance team then observed Ros and Dromerhauser drive to the storage unit and load the documents into a car. They were then observed purchasing a paper shredder and driving both the documents and the shredder to a location where, over several hours, they destroyed all of the documents. Settineri would later call Rothstein and confirm that all of the documents had been effectively destroyed and would no longer be a concern for him. Phase one of our scenario was a success. We now had an overt act and the conspiratorial conversations planning obstruction-of-justice violations on Settineri, Ros, and Dromerhauser.

Although Settineri had agreed to launder $10 million for Rothstein, we had no intention of actually disbursing such an amount. According to the Federal Criminal Code, for the conspiratorial money-laundering charges, we only needed evidence of Settineri’s agreement to launder the $10 million for Rothstein (the recorded conversation) and any overt act in furtherance of that agreed upon transaction—meaning that Settineri didn’t need to launder the entire $10 million. Any amount of money laundered in the agreed-upon and described manner would show Settineri’s intent to launder the entire $10 million. Obviously, we already had the conversation, but the overt act itself would be required to clinch the deal, so to speak. We, therefore, instructed Rothstein to tell Settineri that he wanted to start with a series of small “test” wire transfers. These initial test transfers are common because they allow both sides to see if the other can deliver and if the banking instructions are accurate and working. Settineri agreed, but he also wanted his $50,000 payment and some expense money included in the initial wire transfers. A deal is a deal, and we gave Rothstein permission to agree to the payment to Settineri. Settineri was advised that he would receive several wire transfers over the next week, and after all had been received, he was to wait a few days and then wire $10,000 to Rothstein’s offshore family account.

Within a few days, the test wire transfers to Settineri began, and the total amount received in Settineri’s account was $79,000. A few days later, bank confirmation was received that $10,000 had successfully been wired back to Rothstein’s “family” account. But it wasn’t really Rothstein’s account; it was actually an FBI undercover bank account. We now had another overt act, so we didn’t need to continue allowing Settineri to launder more of the U.S. government’s money.

Surveillance and a review of their phone records revealed that Ros and Dromerhauser were involved with the planning and execution of the money-laundering transactions as well, at Settineri’s direction of course. It was logical that Settineri would use the pair for the document destruction, which he did, but the fact that we also had the two of them wrapped up in the money-laundering aspect of the investigation was a nice bonus.

This now meant that we had the evidence to charge Settineri, Ros, and Dromerhauser with conspiracy to commit money laundering in the amount of $10 million and also to charge each with obstruction of justice for the destruction of the subpoenaed documents. We could now draft charges on the trio, as well as Antonio Tricamo for his money laundering and counterfeit-cigarette trafficking with José. The question now was whether we should “take it down” and arrest everyone or tuck the charges in our back pocket and continue with the investigation. I preferred to continue the investigation and see how much more evidence we could obtain on Settineri and Tricamo.

This was not to be. After a brief discussion, Diane informed me that she wanted to draft formal federal charges on Settineri, Ros, Dromerhauser, and Tricamo as soon as possible. She also wanted their arrests to occur within the next six weeks. That was a short window, considering how much work drafting the charges and then planning and organizing the takedown would involve. The four would be looking at approximately ten years each in federal prison on their respective federal charges.

I was all for drafting federal charges on the subjects, but I had another idea before we ran out to execute the arrests. I knew that Settineri was a big player in the Italian organized crime world, and throughout the investigation we had identified two dozen known Italian organized crime members who were close associates of his, a few of whom had been on the radar of law enforcement for many years. When working a long-term FBI criminal investigation such as Paesan Blues, one of the main objectives is to dismantle and disrupt as much of the criminal enterprise as possible, and the best way to do that is to obtain enough evidence on one or more of the subjects to charge them with a substantial crime. Although we had done that, if there were more targets out there, I wanted to make a run at them as well if at all possible. Since Settineri was the main target with direct access to everyone in the investigation, I wanted to either delay or seal the indictments so that I could discreetly approach him and seek his cooperation. I knew that Settineri had stated in some of his meetings with Manny that he would never cooperate with law enforcement, but all criminals say that before they are arrested. Once they are faced with potentially ten years in prison, as Settineri was, they often change their tune in order to save their own skin. I wanted to walk up to Settineri while he was alone on Lincoln Road, identify myself, and then make my pitch. I felt that Settineri would appreciate the gesture because I would be giving him the opportunity in a discreet manner, as opposed to arresting him at 6:00 a.m. in front of his family. If he refused to cooperate, I could arrest him on the spot, and then we would arrest Tricamo, Ros, and Dromerhauser immediately thereafter. There was nothing to lose and a lot to gain if the approach on Settineri were successful. It was worth a shot, and I was excited about the opportunity to sit down with Settineri face-to-face. I would undoubtedly have his full attention, and I would explain to him the hammer that we now had hanging over him. I would advise him of his options and that if he agreed to cooperate, he could possibly earn a sentence reduction. I had the plan and the pitch all worked out, until I ran it by Diane, who quickly dismissed my idea.

“Why not just try and get him to cooperate after you arrest him? I don’t see why we need to delay the arrests,” Diane countered.

“Because if we arrest him, the cat is out of the bag. The incentive and his ability to effectively cooperate against other targets will be nonexistent at that point,” I replied. “Besides, if we go public and arrest him in front of his wife, he will feel humiliated and never cooperate.”

“You don’t know that” was all that Diane could think of to say.

After investigating Settineri for more than three years, I felt that I knew him very well. The fact of the matter was, there was a good chance that Settineri would not cooperate with the FBI no matter what. However, any chance of this would have to start with the soft approach that I had envisioned. That I did know. Settineri valued respect and honor above all else; approaching him discreetly would be an outright display of respect and would start our relationship off on the right foot. I was getting the feeling that I wasn’t making much headway with Diane, and then she removed all doubt.

“Jerry, I have promised the Italians that we are going to arrest Settineri sometime in the next few weeks. If we do what you ask, then I won’t be able to keep my promise,” she said, her voice steadily rising.

Diane’s mind was already made up because she had made a nonbinding commitment to the Italians. It was bad enough that she had done so without my input, but she was unwilling to even consider moving the arbitrary deadline so that I could seek Settineri’s cooperation in furtherance of the investigation. I knew that it was pointless to argue with her anymore, and when our conversation concluded, her priorities were quite clear. Diane was more interested in making a big splash in the media and with the Italians than trying to take the investigation to a whole new level of success.
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No Problem, Brother


Since we had been working a joint organized crime investigation, the arrest plans for our Miami subjects and Bernardo Curra’s New York subjects were coordinated to occur simultaneously with the arrest by the Italian National Police (INP) of their subjects in Italy. Although the Miami, New York, and INP investigations were all only loosely connected, most of the subjects in those investigations either knew one another or had some type of working relationship. We reasoned that it was best to conduct the arrests at the same time, because once word got out that Settineri had been arrested in Miami, the New York and Italian subjects would likely cease all operations and go underground. Furthermore, there was no doubt in my mind that if Settineri’s friends in New York and Italy were arrested before him, he would flee the coop as well.

Effectively coordinating a simultaneous takedown of subjects located in different time zones and different countries is no small feat. According to the Italian authorities, the INP was planning to arrest twenty mafia subjects in Italy for various charges to include extortion, drug trafficking, and attempted murder. The INP would also charge Settineri with “mafia association” since he was directly linked to Sicilian mafia crime families and to the Gambino family in New York. New York was planning to arrest Gambino members Gaetano Napoli Sr., Gaetano Napoli Jr., and Thomas Napoli for extortion, obstruction of justice, and concealment of bankruptcy assets. And of course, we were arresting Roberto Settineri, Antonio Tricamo, Enrique Ros, and Daniel Dromerhauser in Miami. Although Miami and New York are in the same time zone, Italy was six hours ahead. Therefore, it was agreed that we would conduct our arrests in the United States at 6:00 a.m. eastern standard time, which would be noon in Italy.

It is customary and imperative in all FBI arrests that you “locate” your subjects days before the arrests are to occur. In other words, you need to be certain of where each is living or staying, so that you know exactly where each will be on the day of the arrest. You do not want to bring an arrest team of FBI agents to a house at 6:00 a.m. only to discover that the person you are assigned to arrest is not at home or no longer living at that address. When you have taken the time and trouble to schedule simultaneous arrests in multiple locations, you must be sure your plans are airtight. As noted, a slipup in one arrest can have adverse effects on the others. Normally, locating your subjects is not an issue, because during the normal course of an investigation you regularly run record checks to verify and maintain the known addresses of all of your subjects. Moreover, due to the countless surveillances conducted during an investigation, you often have the known addresses of your bad guys memorized. So, as expected, Settineri, Ros, and Dromerhauser were easily located, or “put down” in FBI parlance, at their respective homes.

Two days before the scheduled arrests, however, Ira informed me that we were unable to locate Tricamo. He had surveilled the address we had on file for several days and had not once seen or observed Tricamo there. This was a major problem. We had been planning the arrests for weeks now, and FBI management, the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and the INP had finally come up with an arrest date that everyone could agree on. We were under the gun, and if the arrests went forward without our finding Tricamo on arrest day, I was certain that he would flee the country, and we would never see him again. I couldn’t let that happen, not at this point in the investigation. I had a plan, but time was running out.

Later that afternoon I placed a call to the only person on the planet who I knew could possibly help me on such short notice.

“Joe, I have a problem, and I need your help,” I said.

Joe Phan, an FBI agent on one of the Miami Division’s gang squads, was not only a great agent but also had better knowledge of the streets of Miami than anyone I knew.

“What’s up, Big J?” he asked.

Joe was a good friend who knew that I was working on Paesan Blues and had a lot going on. I explained to him our difficulty locating Tricamo for the planned arrest, then asked if he could help me out by hitting the streets with a couple of his streetwise agents to search for the elusive Tricamo.

“No problem, brother,” Joe said. “I got this.”

Joe immediately came over to my cubicle, and I needed only about twenty minutes preparing him for the surveillance of Tricamo. I showed Joe a photo and provided him with Tricamo’s background information and last known address. I also described Tricamo’s fast-paced lifestyle and some of the places in Miami Beach where he often hung out. Our planned arrests were scheduled to go down in less than thirty-six hours, and I was really hoping that Joe could come through for me.

Soon after Joe left my cubicle, I went home and tried to unwind a little. The next couple of days were going to be beyond busy, so I needed to get some quality rest while I had the opportunity. However, I still had a lot on my mind, and as a result it would be a sleepless night. Within a few hours, I was up early and out the door for the office. It was now less than twenty-four hours before the big takedown of Settineri, Tricamo, Ros, and Dromerhauser, Bernardo’s guys in New York, and the INP’s subjects in Italy. Although the Tricamo problem was at the forefront of my mind, I did have other pertinent business to attend to. There were personnel assignments and prearrest briefings, not to mention a plethora of other details that required my immediate attention. There were many coordination phone calls with the dozens of agents assisting in the arrests, and of course I was on speed dial with FBI Headquarters, New York, and the INP.

The one detail that dominated the day, however, was the inquiries from Diane and others that I was receiving every few hours: “Have we found Tricamo yet?” I soon would become sick of the question because for most of the day my answer would be the same: “Not yet.” Soon, we would be down to less than ten hours until the arrests were scheduled to begin, and I still didn’t know where Tricamo was.

Late in the evening of that day before the takedown, I received another call from Joe. I held my breath for a second before I answered the phone.

“Talk to me,” was all I could manage to say.

“I got your boy,” Joe replied. “Sorry it took so long.” That was just like Joe, self-deprecating and humble after doing someone else a tremendous favor.

“Thanks, brother, I owe you as many beers as you can drink,” I said with relief and appreciation.

“No sweat, that’s what I do,” Joe replied.

Joe had worked his magic, and what he had accomplished on such short notice was no small feat. The moment I had given him the information on Tricamo, Joe and a few of his FBI squad mates had hightailed it to Miami Beach, where Joe had placed agents at the nightclubs and locations that Tricamo had been known to frequent. Waiting and watching, the agents remained in place around the clock. Finally, Tricamo appeared at one of the nightclubs, entering with an unknown woman. Once his identity was confirmed, Joe and his guys converged on the club, and within minutes they were all inside. They stayed near Tricamo the entire evening, and when he and the woman exited the club, Joe and his guys followed them to an apartment. Ever the ladies’ man, Tricamo had apparently planned to stay the night with the unknown woman at her Miami Beach condo. Once they were all in place, Joe had called to let me know he and his agents had put Tricamo down for the night. In slightly more than twenty-four hours, Joe and his guys had tracked down the missing Tricamo. Just to be safe, Joe would stay out all night to keep eyes on the condo to make sure that Tricamo would be in place for the takedown at 6:00 a.m. the next morning.

As the day before the arrests was finally winding down, it would simply blend right into the next morning for me. Like Joe, I would need to stay up all night as well. There would be no time for sleep because there was still so much left to do. I had to coordinate with many people in Miami, New York, Washington, DC, and Italy right up until the big takedown was set to begin.

In light of the incessant planning, coordination, and hard work of over two dozen FBI agents, the arrests of Settineri, Tricamo, Ros, and Dromerhauser went down without a hitch.

Thanks to Joe, Tricamo’s girlfriend would receive an unexpected early-morning knock on the door at her Miami Beach condo. Much to her surprise, she was greeted by six armed FBI agents, and within a few minutes, Tricamo was led out of the condo in handcuffs. The shocked girlfriend would be left behind, shaking her head and wondering how she ever got herself into such a mess. In Broward County, Ros and Dromerhauser were arrested without incident at their respective residences.

I arrested Settineri at his Brickell Key condo with the help of my old pal Donny. For weeks now, Donny had really done a good job of handling the quirky Scott Rothstein, and I am happy to give credit where credit is due. Donny could really be a good agent when he was able to set his own ego aside. As expected, Settineri and his wife were not happy to see Donny and me that morning. Dressed in a “wife beater” undershirt and shorts, a scowling Settineri said nothing to us as he was handcuffed and placed on a chair in his living room. This was my first face-to-face meeting with him, and I hoped to develop some rapport with him right away. He was somber and indifferent as I attempted to engage him in conversation, and it quickly became clear that he did not want to speak to us with his wife close by. We led him to his bedroom and allowed him to get dressed for the ride to jail. He remained silent, still scowling, as we led him outside to an awaiting FBI car.

Later, when we were in the car transporting him to the Miami FBI office, one of the first things that he said to me was, “Why didn’t you come to me on the street instead of arresting me in front of my wife?” Obviously, I didn’t have a good answer for him, since that was exactly how I had wanted to approach him in the first place. I knew that it would be no use telling him that I had been overruled by my boss. I was, however, thinking of a few choice words that I wanted to share with Diane at that moment. Roberto was all about respect, and if he didn’t receive it, he wasn’t inclined to give it either. We had treated him like a low-level thug, and in Settineri’s view, that was the ultimate sign of disrespect. As a result, any real hope that I may have had of gaining his cooperation in the investigation was likely gone. I now had the unenviable task of trying to break through the icy demeanor of the sensitive and bitter Settineri. I would spend several hours attempting to warm the relationship and build camaraderie, but I was at a huge disadvantage due to the ill-advised decision of my micromanaging assistant special agent in charge.

Settineri would remain respectful and professional, but he would say over and over that he had nothing of value to tell me that would help my investigation. At one point, he stuck it to me by adding, “And even if I did, I would still not tell you.” True to his word, he never did. No one will ever know if Settineri would have ever considered cooperating if I had been allowed to handle things the way I had wanted to. I do know that many high-level bad guys were on Settineri’s call list—prominent players like Frankie “The Hat” D’Stefano and Bobby Erra. What they were up to, we will never know.

Bernardo and our FBI New York colleagues wrapped up their investigation by arresting Gambino members Gaetano Napoli Sr., Gaetano Napoli Jr., and Thomas Napoli. And in Italy, our INP counterparts wrapped things up by arresting twenty mafiosos on multiple charges of extortion, drug trafficking, and attempted murder. The arrests in the Paesan Blues investigation made headlines in the U.S. and Italian media, and Settineri’s photographs were prominently displayed with each article.

Settineri, Ros, and Dromerhauser were charged with one count of conspiracy to commit money laundering in the amount of $10 million and one count of obstruction of justice. Settineri ultimately pled guilty and was sentenced to four years in federal prison. He went on to serve thirty months and was let out early for good behavior. Ros and Dromerhauser pled guilty to one count of obstruction of justice after an agreement was reached to drop the money-laundering charge. They were sentenced to ten months in jail.

Tricamo was charged with four counts of money laundering, six counts of trafficking in contraband of approximately 250,000 counterfeit cigarettes, and one count of marriage fraud. He pled guilty to one charge of money laundering after all other charges were dropped and served eighteen months in jail. After his release he was deported back to Italy.

In January 2010, Rothstein pled guilty to multiple racketeering charges involving his Ponzi scheme to defraud investors, as well as to money-laundering and mail/wire fraud charges in the FBI fraud investigation. Later that year he was sentenced to fifty years in federal prison. Federal prosecutors filed a motion with the court to request a reduction in his sentence for his cooperation in the Paesan Blues investigation once his cooperation with federal authorities and the other investigations was completed. A few years later, however, federal prosecutors notified the court that they would not seek a reduction in sentence for Rothstein because they claimed he had provided false testimony, having lied to investigators to help his wife hide assets from the court and bankruptcy officials. Rothstein’s wife, Kim Rothstein, and one of her attorneys were ultimately sentenced to prison for their role in trying to hide some of the couple’s assets.

Rothstein did a fantastic job working the Paesan Blues investigation, and without him we would not have been able to disrupt and dismantle Settineri’s criminal enterprise. The lesson here is that, even if you cooperate in an FBI investigation, you can lose all of the credit you earn if it is ever discovered that you were not truthful at any time during your testimony. I had warned Rothstein, and he had assured me that this would never happen. I had stated then that time would tell. Rothstein will have to serve his entire fifty-year sentence despite his successful assistance in the Paesan Blues investigation.

For me, it was bittersweet that the Paesan Blues investigation was over, as I had many mixed emotions. While I was happy that the investigation had been successful, I couldn’t help but think that it could have been even more so had I not had so many obstacles to overcome. Nevertheless, I gained great experience and sharpened skills that would serve me well for the rest of my FBI career. However, there was no denying that the FBI’s culture, policies, and methods were experiencing many changes, and many agents did not think they were for the better. Unfortunately, years later, we have been proved right.

Soon after the Paesan Blues investigation was completed, as promised, Diane allowed me to transfer to a public corruption squad in the Miami Division. I took the knowledge and experiences that I had developed during the Paesan Blues investigation with me, and soon after joining my new squad, I developed another successful large-scale investigation, Operation Red Chip, which involved public corruption activity in Broward County, Florida.

Years later, I would go on to also work on an FBI Miami domestic terrorism squad, in the Miami FBI Undercover Unit, and in the Miami FBI Confidential Human Source Unit, before retiring in 2018. I am forever grateful for the career that I had with the FBI, the people whom I worked with, and the opportunity to serve this great country. May God bless the United States of America.










‌‌Epilogue


FBI management can reward those who work successful cases, either by monetary means, time-off awards, plaques, or certificates. However, it came as no surprise when Diane chose to reward herself first, albeit in an unorthodox manner, by making an unofficial request to the Italians to present her with an award. The Italian National Police (INP) duly responded by recognizing her with a glass torpedo-shaped plaque for her contributions to Paesan Blues. Diane proudly displayed the award on her office wall, front and center, so that everyone could see it when they entered her office. Diane also rewarded James with a “quality step increase,” which is basically a pay raise, for his participation in the case. Because I left the squad soon after the investigation was completed, as I expected, neither of my bosses felt compelled to submit my name for any such recognition. As I have mentioned earlier, your peers know how to separate the wheat from the chaff, and it is their estimation that is the true barometer and most valued by an agent. Many would roll their eyes or share a sympathetic word whenever James’s name came up in conversation or on exiting Diane’s office after getting an eyeful of the “torpedo.”

I would be remiss, however, if I didn’t mention that one unexpected source of recognition came by way of Victoria and the United States Attorney’s Office, which honored me and the entire team with an Outstanding Law Enforcement Officer of the Year Award for our work on the Paesan Blues investigation. During the period that Roberto Settineri’s attorney was negotiating for a plea deal, I had worked closely with Victoria for several weeks, helping her review the evidence in the investigation, and our relationship ended on good terms.

Most types of FBI awards are mostly relevant to those seeking to advance themselves within the FBI hierarchy. Unlike in other occupations, where submitting a résumé or curriculum vitae may suffice, candidates for promotion to management positions in the FBI basically have to sell themselves by detailing their “extraordinary” contributions using whatever means they can to distinguish themselves from the pack. Thus, most promotions entail an impressive application (what we call “looking good on paper”), a successful interview, and a blessing issued during the never-spoken-about “phone call.” In this final stage the chief, or ultimate decider, simply makes a phone call or two to anyone who may know the candidate and can attest to his or her suitability. One is never quite certain “who knows whom” or how a seemingly low-level agent’s opinion can make all the difference in who receives a promotion or not.

The FBI has offices overseas, called legal attachés, which are housed in U.S. embassies or consulates. The FBI agent who heads the office, known as the LEGAT, is the director’s representative overseas. There is usually one LEGAT per office, one assistant legal attaché (ALAT), and one office assistant, although some of the larger offices have a lot more staff. As you can imagine, these overseas positions are highly sought after and extremely competitive. Due to my close working relationship with the INP, I also coordinated and worked closely with members of the LEGAT Rome office throughout the entire Paesan Blues investigation. Soon after that investigation was over, the Rome office was seeking applicants for recent openings for both LEGAT and ALAT. Based largely on their supervision of Paesan Blues, Diane applied for the LEGAT Rome position, and James threw his hat in the ring for the ALAT Rome position. In essence, Diane and James used the success of an investigation that I led to pad their respective applications for these positions. I was none the wiser until I received a phone call from FBI Headquarters (FBIHQ)—the last step in the application process. An FBIHQ official, after disclosing that Diane and James had applied for the positions in Rome, asked if I was willing to provide a recommendation for each of them. I am not the vindictive type but admit I felt a tinge of satisfaction at this request. Needless to say, in the best interests of the FBI, I could not in good conscience recommend Diane or James for the positions. The FBIHQ official simply said, “I understand. Thank you,” and that was that. I’ll never know for sure if it was because of that call, but Diane did not get the LEGAT job. Later, in her efforts to climb the ladder of power, she eventually went back to FBIHQ to fill a much less glamorous position. A few years later, she was embroiled in yet another scandal that ultimately resulted in her demotion, and she eventually retired under somewhat inauspicious circumstances.

James did not get the ALAT Rome job either. He was later promoted to assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) in another FBI field office, and the word from several agents who worked under him was that he had a reputation as an “empty suit.” Most ASACs who wish to rise quickly up the ladder do not serve in that capacity for more than two years, and James was no exception. He eventually made his way back to FBIHQ to fill one of the many positions available for those with such aspirations. Alas, as fate would have it, James was relegated to life as a desk jockey, bouncing from position to position, lost in the quagmire that is FBIHQ. As for Donny, he bounced around to various other FBI Miami squads, trying to find a place in the “new” FBI, like most other career field agents, and quietly retired a few years ago.

Many years have passed since the Paesan Blues investigation. Roberto Settineri and the other subjects have all served their jail sentences and been released to live their lives in obscurity. As I look back, I firmly believe that if I had worked this case fifteen or even ten years earlier, the outcome would have been much different. When I first joined the FBI, getting the bad guys was the name of the game; we pulled out all the stops and brought in all the resources necessary to get the job done. Somewhere along the line, it all changed, and the repercussions are being felt to this day. The FBI was always apolitical and considered the bastion of neutrality. We took an oath to support and defend the Constitution and “to bear true faith and allegiance to the same.” The oath additionally states that agents enter into this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion, and vow to well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office they’ve entered. Unfortunately, those words and the spirit in which they were drafted have been eroded. The self-righteousness that prompted our former director to break with established protocol is the same hubris that consumed the deputy director and the deputy assistant director for the Counterintelligence Division at that time, leading them to act as if the rules apply “only to thee and not me,” instead of discharging their duties faithfully in accordance with the oath they took as FBI agents. (I will not delve into those details, as they are public knowledge and not the subject of this writing.)

The culture shift toward a hierarchical system of bureaucratic elitism moved the goal post for the FBI agents in the field. Any agent worth their salt will tell you that if evidence exists to bring someone to justice, whether it be a high-ranking government official or a neighbor’s grandmother, we will pursue the investigation to its logical conclusion. Whether the former is investigated for public corruption or the latter for health-care fraud, blind justice demands that both cases be handled the same way. Oftentimes, inquiry leads to the subject’s vindication, and we move on to another target. If it doesn’t, we intensify the investigation and try to take down the kingpin, the main target or cell, within legal bounds.

This was my intention with the Settineri investigation. I knew there was more—more targets, more evidence—but I was undermined, ominously, by something I could never have imagined: my own agency. The change in the evaluation process, the “up or out” policy resulting in a “brain drain” of experience, the focus on making FBIHQ top-heavy by virtue of the plethora of positions created, and the revolving door of supervisors who seemed to just want the title and pay raise without the sacrifice—all this had a cumulative, negative effect on the agency as a whole. In the court of public opinion, the FBI is not the top-notch law enforcement entity that it used to be, despite the quality people who still work there. It will take a Herculean effort to reestablish the nation’s trust in that institution, which has been plagued by scandal and attrition and whose reputation no longer attracts or retains quality individuals.

Perhaps it is for this reason that I chose to retire soon after I became eligible, rather than continuing on the job until the age of fifty-seven, which is the mandatory FBI retirement age. When I first joined the FBI, many “crusty” senior agents chose to stay until the age of mandatory retirement. Most had wisdom and experience and as a reward were granted great deference. In turn, effectively mentoring new agents was a source of great pride and satisfaction. I remember being reminded as a young agent by senior agents that being an FBI agent was the best job in the world and that there was never a day when they did not enjoy coming to work. I was envious of them and couldn’t wait until I became a crusty senior agent myself, able to speak those same words to a new agent fresh out of the academy.

Only that day never came. By the time that I became a “senior” agent, the deference previously granted to those with institutional wisdom and experience had greatly waned. There was clearly a chasm developing between the working agents in the field and management at both the field and FBIHQ levels. The stifling restrictions and multilevel micromanagement became paralyzing as agents now spend a majority of their time at their desks, seeking approvals for basic tasks or writing reports once the task is accomplished. Everyone wants to feel like they positively contribute to a shared goal, but the mission has somehow been lost in the minutiae, and agents, who once held on until mandatory retirement age, are now retiring soon after they become eligible.

I knew when it was time for me as well, and I retired five months after I became eligible. My wife, Daisy, also an FBI agent, retired soon after eligibility as well. I have mixed emotions as I write these pages, for the FBI provided me with some of the best experiences and friendships that I could ever hope to have. Many honest, bright, hardworking, quality people still work there and still strive to do the right thing every day. It is for them that I hope the agency is restored to the premier law enforcement agency that the public once trusted, operating under the motto “Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity.”

May those words someday ring true once again.










About the Author

Jerry Hester is a retired special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He led criminal investigations into violations of federal law involving organized crime, narcotics, public corruption, and counterterrorism matters. He is currently a security consultant with the National Football League (NFL). His responsibilities include conducting game day security and monitoring employee’s compliance with NFL policy. He is also a U.S. Air Force veteran.
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MAFIA SUSPECT PLEADS GUILTY IN ROTHSTEIN CASE

A Miami Beach wine merchant
portrayed by authorities as an
Italian Mafioso pleaded guilty
Aug. 25 to scheming to shred
financial records and launder
money for PonZi con man Scott
Rothstein.

Roberto Settineri, the target-
of an FBI sting operatlon featur-
ing Rothstein, faces up to five
years in federal prison for con-
spiring with twoe security guards
to destroy documents from the
now-convicted Fort Lauderdale
lawyer’s $1.2 billion investment

racket. The trio
also agreed to
help Rothstein’
conceal millions
inill-gotten pro-
ceeds.

Defense
attorney Jeffrey
Weiner and fed-
eral prosecutors
plan to recom-
mend that Settineri receive four
years’ imprisonment at his sen-
tencing on Nov. 3, but his sen-
tence will be up to U.S. District

SETTINERI

Judge James Cohn.

In exchange for his guilty plea,
Assistant U.S. Attorney )

-. dropped the original con-
spiracy charges, which carried up
to 20 years in prison.

After the plea hearing, Weiner
defended his decision to avoid
trial. 3

“Our initial intention was to go
to trial,” Weiner said in an inter-
view. “My client had no criminal
record. He was actively targeted
and set up by Rothstein.”

- JAY WEAVER
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ESCLUSIVO

PANORAMA HA SEGUITO, ASCOLTATO
E FOTOGRAFATO INUOVIBOSS
Y DICOSA NOSTRA TRA MIAMI E PALERMO.
¢ ELAREALTA SUPERA LAFICTION.

eality Mafia

dlretta la straordinaria storia

ei padrini arrestati da Polizia e Fbi

Cosi parlano
} imafiosi:
eccolaudio

. @ Persaperecomefare
ey v pq206
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Antonio Tricamo, 37 anni, braccio destro del boss
emergente di Miami, in manette all'alba del 10 marzo. - : - E
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R’QBERTO SETTINER' nel : :'1' ) bianico ( -:r l » = itto in f'\'l’-',':,"’,-“:"::.'f.r': di ANTO"'O ROSSITTO' da Miami

sa e con il sigaro)
Brickell Key, una delle
zone piu belle di South
Miami, sono passate da
poco le 5 di mattina. E
mercoledi 10 marzo
2010. Dieci agenti in mimetica dello
Swat, il nucleo speciale dell’Fbi, fanno ir-
ruzione nell’elegante condominio grigio.

JOHN RUGGIERO

Il bass GIOACCHINO CORSO, 11 portiere si scansa, i federali salgono al
in camicia viola, con G|useppe LO sesto piano. Sfondano una porta. Entrano
BOCCHIARO, in m& in una bella casa con vista sull'oceano. Sul

tavolo del soggiorno '€ un umidificato-

re alto mezzo metro: dentro ci sono una
trentina di sigari di gran qualita. Davan-
2 . ti all’enorme televisore al plasma c’¢ una
- ciciTiamn o Carnta s o miniatura di un carretto siciliano. Sul mo-
N B o bile dell'ingresso campeggiano due cop-

: pole: una beige, I'altra marrone. Accanto

ci sono le chiavi di un’Audi Qt e di una

Mini Cooper. Il padrone di casa si chiama

Roberto Settineri: per la procura di Pa-

lermo & il raccordo tra le cosche palermi-

3 . - tane e quelle americane. Gli agenti loam-

o : k =N manettano ancora in boxer bianchi. La <

PIETRO PILO in

: arrestatiil 2o m

alZo,

. k- 3%
- by QVEN ASCOLTA | BOSS

L’audio sul cellulare: istruzioni a pagina 206
Qui sotto, e nelle pagine che seguono,
parlano i boss intercettati da Fbi e Sco.

6
o]

AFFARI A DUBAI
Roberto Settineri, E
capo mafioso, é con

un amico. Parla di

affari a Dubai e Miami

PALER M 0 e fa riferimento

a Danny DeVito.
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