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Joe Centorino
Leads ethics commission towards more enforcement
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Joe Centorino runs Commission on Ethlcs and Public Trust...

Ax the new head of the Miami-Dade
Commission on Ethics and Pubiic Trust,
Joe Centoring hax hig plans fo imolve
area agencies in the fight to stop county
COrPp R,

“I'd like to build on [the ethics
commission 's] relationships with ather
agencies 0 the commurnity,” he said.
“With pedice agencies, with the inspector
general. There needs to be a sironger,
more coordinated effort with the conn’s
fmspector general’'s affice to waork fo-
gﬁrher o matters af mutval corcern.”

As the former divector of the county's
Public Corruption Division within the
State Attornav’s Office, Mr. Centorino
hay dedivated kis career to the investipa-
fian a.rrdprﬂl.‘ev:urr'rm af crimes commilfed
by public afficials or emplovees.

He is replacing Robert Meyvers, who
served as divector af the ethics commis-
siom since it was created nearly 13 vears
age. Whife Mr. Mevers focused his efforts
on educational eutreach, Mr. Centoring
sald that he plans to beef up the bodv's
enfarcement arm

“Thisx agency ix the conscience of the
2o vermment and has to operale that Wy, 4
he said. "There are alwavs going lo he
ixsuey. Penple are going to be in the
gavernment whe shouldn’t be in the
government,.. The idea that we're peing
fi eradicate corrupion is not realistic, but
withaut this kind of ethical enforcement
things can gaf out of hand. ™

M, Centoring discussed how he plans
fo Fun the ethics commission al the bodv's
downtown affices with Miami Today staff
writer Ashley Hopkins.

{: How did yon come to head the
ethicy commission?

A I 'was an elected official many vears
age in my home town of Salem, Massa-
chusetts and served eight vears on the city
council. | practiced law privately and was
in the Essex county district attorney’s
office for several years.

I moved to Florida in 1986, 1 was
privileged to be hired by Janet Reno. |
came in a5 & lateral hire, worked in the
felony division and was asked to join what
was then called the organized crime and
public corruption unit from the state
attormey’s office.

In 1995 Katherine Rundle had taken
over. She made the commitment to form
aspecial pulrlic corruption unit devoted to
the investigationand prosecution of crimes
commitled by providers of public service,

I was asked to head that unit. There
were reseirces being put into the investi-
gation and prosecution of corruption that
had never before been committed. | was
there when the county’s commitment
toward dealing with ethics and corruption
government came to fore.

The state attorney’s office made its
own commitment to establishing a unit
[and] expanding the number of prosecu-
tors in that unit. The county formed an
cthics commission and staffed it with
competent individuals who shared that
commitment.

They created an inspector general’s
office, which has been successful in fer-
reting out fraud and waste and corruption
in government. The Miami-Dade Police
Department made a commitment to put-
ting together a public cormption invest-
gatien bureau in the late "90s, 1 was
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Former elected official Joe Centorina had headed public corruption unit in the state
attorney’'s office, prosecuting public officials “with afairamount of success,” he said.

Joe Centorino
Executive Director
Miami-Dade Commission on Ethics and
Public Trust
19 W_Flagler 5t Ste. 420
Miamni 33130
(305) 579-2594
ethicsmiamidads. gov
Ape:59
Born: Salem, MA
Education: Tufts University (hachelor’s
and master s, political science); Boston
College {juris doctor).
Personal Philosophy: If you're going to
work for the public you need to be
commitied to the public interest. You
have to put your own self interest
aside to maximize the welfare of the
pulblic.
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involved indiscussions shoutestablishing
that comnussion and establishing an OIG
[Office of the Inspector General].

I"vie been the chief of that [public cor-
ritption] unit since 1995, 1 was the super-
visor of between 10 and 12 attorneys, We
have prosecutors. county commissioners:
we have counted city commissioners,
mayors, city managers, high level adminis-
trators, police officers, firefighters, with a
fair amount of success. | won't say that
every case we've ever handled was a total
success, but the record that we've estab-
lished is pretty good.

The ethics commuission and the inspec-
tor general s office were formed in the late
"O0s and at the time thers was some skep-
ticism in that mavbe this was just an
atlempt to paper over the problem and
make it appear as theugh the government
and the community were serious about
COTTLpLion.

Both of those agencies have blossomed

and have become an integral part of the
fight against corruption and the fight for
ethical government. There was a state
wide grand jury in panel last yvear that
looked at the problem of corruption state
wide, Miami-Dade County's institutions
were promoted as a model for other coun-
tics to follow because it created institu-
tions that are present in the community
and that are cffective in dealing with a
difficult profblem.

Sometimes without being very obvious
at the outset you develop practices and
habits incertain places in government that
can’t be tolerated, vet don’t ever get
exposed. ¥ ou know, the idea of an admin-
istrator, let's say, who could steal a mil-
lion dollars without ever being detected.
Chuar investigators found activity that might
not have been discovered without re-
soueces to effectively investigate this kind
of activiry.

That’s been my life calling. | have spent
the greater part of my life involved in this
area. | would see this position 83 a con-
tinuation of the work 've done. It's
certainly not as connected to the eriminal
justice system as it was, but government
cormuption needs attention at every level,
It needs administrative attention, it needs
attention from within the government and
it needs attention from without the struc-
ture of government.

The state prosecution, the local county
ethics and the inspector gencral’s office
commit. They come within the sphere of
the county government, but they're inde-
pendent of the political forees that some-
tmes rule the county. That’s what vou
need 1o have. You need to have an inde-
pendent perspective where people are
willing to take on powerful interests.

Q: What is the ethics commission’s
charge?

Al o back to my perspective asa state
prosecutor, Dealing withcormption, there
would often be times when things we
would discover and investigate didn 't rise
to the level of criminal prosecution be-
catse there wasn't a criminal statute in-
volved. There was no structure to deal
wilh that. When [ as a prosceulor, | would
refer matters up to the state ethics com-
mission because 1 thought something was
inappropriate [and] couldn’t prosecute it
as a crime.

The state has an ethics commission and
they do the best they can, but that’s in
Tallahassee, They don’t have people onthe
ground here on a daily basis, in Miami-
Dade County, whandle problems that crop
up in the biggest local government in the
state. You just didn’t have that ongoing
infrastruciure that could work on a daily
hasis to locate and expose corruption,

Even though we had a county ethics
code, which we still do, it’s the same as
it’s been for vears, There was no enforce-
ment for that code, There was no ethics
commission that could step in and say,
“You violated the law, and this is the
appropriate outeome.”

The people need guidance in this area,
This is not an easy arca to understand.
What we would find in a criminal scenaro
is that sometimes people would come into
government not having a notion of what
the rules were, People have guestions.
[The ethics commission] provides compe-
tent counecil and information in addition to
enforcement —filing complaints and bring-
ing disciplinary action. They give elected
ofTicials, employees, information that will
gide them away from unethical behavior,

This agency is the conscience of the
government and has to operate that way.
There are alwavs going le be issucs.
People are going o be in the government
who shouldn ™t be in the government. No
government is ever going to be perfoct.
The idea that we're going to eradicate
cormuption is not realistic, but without this
kind of ethical enforcement things can get
out of hand.

[The ethics commission] has accom-
modated on seme significant scandals in
the last 20 vears. | won't say that they 're
done with, but the institutions are in place,
With support from the public and other
civil institutions that we hope will beallics
in the fight. in the long mn this community
would have gotten past the challenges that
it has faced, the black eyes. We have an
image to the outside world that is compat-
ible with the community we want to be.

0 What challenges do you anticipate
Jacing ay head of the ethics commrission?

A We have a funding crisis nght now,
and no one 15 immune from that. That's a
challenge for every agency.

F‘Dﬂp]t, need to understand that the gov-
emment i5 not an alien force. The govern-
ment 15 not just elected officials and bu-
reaucrats. 1t's police officers and
firefighters and teachers and people that fix
sidewalksand sewer systems. Those people
are out there on a daily basis domg ther
Jorhs,

From time to time somebody is caught
doing something they shouldn't be doing,
and that gives evervbody in public service
a bad mmage. There are people that gel
cynical and start assuming that govern-
ment as a whele is cormpt, and vou can’t
trust anybody. | hope that the work we do
here is going 1o reduce the evnicism that
seems to affect views about the govern-
ment. In times such as these, where we
have financial challenges, the need to have
an effective cthical enforcer is greater
than ever.

Peaple might see this as an opportunity
to engage in activity that they might not
otherwise consider. Ethical challenges
increase in a8 time of fiscal austerity be-
cause peaple are more desperate, They're
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concerndd about their jobs and doing
what they think they have to do to survive,
le doesn’t lessen the need for a watch dog.
It increases the need.

0 How will yowr leadership style dif-
Sfer from Robert Meyers, the ethics
comimizsion s former heod?

Az | have respect for Robert Meyers,
Few people in government get a chance to
create a new agency that is respected and
effective.

I've alwayvs hada good worling relation-
ship with him. He and I have worked
towzether on joint projects and programs
over the vears in a mutually respective
way.

I'm nost Rovbert Meyers: He came from
an academic perspective; | come from a
law coforcement perspective. Tust by vir-
me of my background and involvement
over the past 25 vears as prosecutor, ['m
going to put moere emphasis on enfiorce-
ment activities. That doesn’t say that ['m
meo interested in the education aspect of it

I'm the son of a college professor and
a school libraran, so nothing 15 more
important than the educational process.
Youcan educate people and give them the
information they need toensure that there s
aayatem in place W ensire accountability,
which better reduces the need for en-
forcement, for criminal justice activity,

I've been a midlevel administrator. I've
been head of the corruption unit. | have a
track record there. ['ve dealt with a lot of
different personalities - police. prosecu-
tors and povemment ofticials — for mamy
vearrs, [ understand what motivates public
olficials and the ways in which the public
sector necds to perform to generate con-
fidence in the public at large.

{: Mr. Meyers was said to have re-
signed after allegedly enfering info a
guestiveable reletionship with a female
subordinate, Hax  that redoced
commission s credibility and, if 5o, how
e vou plan fo counter that?

A: | don’ think it has an effect on
anvthing that 1'm going to do. My plan is
o build on the work that he's done and
establish a first rate public agency. The
basis of that 15 already here.

Every agency goes through periods
when problems oceur. There™ll be good
and lad days forus. My focus is maintain-
ing a transparcnt and open operation.
Whatever has happened in the past is nol
any impediment io the fufure ofthis agency,

{: How does Miami-Dade compare to
other counties in terms of the number of
ethical issues that are browght te fighe,
and does that have more to do with
county corription er the commission’s
ability to target ethical issies?

A: Miami-Dade has its oown challenges.
We don't have the longstanding institu-
tional arrangements and stability of popu-
lation that youhave i small commiunitags,
where cormuption isn’t an issue.

You tend o gel more cormuption in
large., diverse communibics, where a num-
ber of groups are fighting to-get their picce
of the pie. as opposed w0 homogeneous
populations where evervhody knows ev-
ervbody else. We have a diverse popula-
fion. That very diversity, which is the
strength of this community, alse pm\."rdcs
for corrupt activity, We have o be more
vigilant, more willing to put resourees
[into] enforcement.

People come here from other countries
where there’s oppression or a political
system that doesn’t provide the openness
and the opportunities that owrs does. We
need to establish the credibility of our
government with people that come here,
hecanse that™s not the way the American
system works. People have to be given a
chance to understand that there are con-
sequences (o engaring in [unethical] be-
havior.

{: Critics have argued that the ethics
commission does not have large enongh
enforcement arms and that legislitors
determine laws and punishment whife
people get trapped in long- ferm investi-
putions. How do yon infend to counter
thix crificism?

A: Those are valid concerns. We are
dependent on, in terms of legal enforce-
ment, what staties and ordinanges are in
effect.

There came a time when there was a
strong push to toughenup the state laws on

corription, In 2003 the state legslator
passed the Paul Mendelson bill. That re-
sulted in significant penaltics for state brik-
erv and a law for compensation and official
misconduct. We've seen what can happen
if you toughen wp those stanees, Ethical
enforcement is different from that,

We den't put people in jail for ethical
violations unless they rise toa level where
thev' e @ criminal violation. Ethics inves-
ngators have developed evidence that has
lead to criminal prosecution of significant
officials. That will send a message that
this agency 15 serions aboul enlorcement,
I"ve got the background to work on that,

We have to be very measured here. The
last thing we need is a prosecutor or an
enforcement agency thal gets involved in
the political watch hunts that vou see in
other countries. You have to be able w
defend every decision that you make 50
that public understands that this is not for
political purposes.

Were here to protect the public against
unscrupulous public officials o people
that prey off public instimtions for their
own private benefit To the extent that
anybody perceives enforcement as part of
a political or personal agenda we lose
credibility and effectivencss as a long-
term, ethical enforcement agency.

(: The commizsion has faced o nim-
ber of figh profile cases in recent years.,
Howhave these issnes affected the county,
anmd what do you to keep isswes from
arising?

A: Whenever vou have a highiy placed
public official involved in any t¥pe of
ethucal problem, it creates publicity. A lot
pof things that get done in this area, that
invedves mundane or routine vielations or
outreach and educational efforts. doesn’t
get anywhere near that kind of attention.

Those kinds of cases are sexier than
covering a seminar for new candidates,
but a lot of our effectiveness has to do
with the message that's delivered to the
people that come mnto public service. The
ethics commission neads 1o ensure that
people that decide [t run] for office for
the first time are ¢xposed to rigorous
traiming programs. With that kind of ¢ Mo

vou might see fewer people running afoul
of ethics requirements at a later ime,

£0: What are the first issues you plan to
tackle in your new post?

A The overall 15508 18 1o Ty [ restorg
a sense of honor in government.

I have some thoughts about working
with the county and municipalities to de-
velop programs that will develop a sense
of honor among emplovess o the point
where it's understood that yvour responsi-
bility as a pubfic employec is not just to do
wvour job, but to make sure that the public
is protected. You have an obligation (o
report illegal or unethical activity,

That message needs to be delivered
effectively in the business community.
You just don’t pay a bribe; you need to
report & demand for a bnbe, That's a
tough thing, to implicate that sense of
honor. 1°d Like to think that"s a direction
that we can move in that will help them
police themselvies.

You can’t depend on whatever limited
resolrees we have in terms of ethical or
criminal investigation to changs the hearts
and minds of public employees. There
necds to be a much stronger ¢fTort at the
outset of people’s careers 1o bring hack
that sense of honor.

I would like to build on partnerships
with other agencies.

| like to think that | was part of the
reason why the Commussion on Eihics
has a strong relationship with the state
altorney 's office in doing joint investiga-
tions. | see no reason why thal can'i
continue, 1"d like to build on it"s relation-
ships with other agencies in the commu-
nity, with police agencies, with the in-
spector general.

There needs 1o be & stronger. more
coordinated effort with the county’s in-
spector general's office o work together
on matters of mutual concern. | want to
start getting involved with that outreach to
develop better partnerships with these
agencies. | want 1o work with the county
government itself, T want programs that
will help train and inculcate the kinds of
vahaes that we need to have in our public
Service.



