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Attorney General Pam Bondi’s Law Enforcement Officer of the Year 
Nominees’ Biographies 

Officer Manuel Bello 

West Miami Police Department 

Nominated by the Florida Police Chiefs Association 

 Officer Manuel “Manny” Bello completed his rigorous police academy training in 

2006 at the age of 57, which in itself, was an unbelievable accomplishment. 

 On July 31st, 2012, undercover Detectives from the Miami-Dade Police Department 

responded to a home, as part of their investigation into marijuana cultivation within 

the home.  As the four undercover detectives proceeded to the front porch they did 

not notice an individual sitting inside a vehicle, with extremely dark tinted windows, 

parked in the driveway. 

 Moments later the individual exited the parked vehicle, produced a semi-automatic 

handgun and began firing at the officers, one of whom was shot several times and 

seriously injured.  All four officers returned fire and the culprit was shot multiple 

times.  After removing the gravely injured officer to safety, the perpetrator remained 

on the ground, conscious, flailing, and within arm’s reach of his firearm.  Calling for 

the assistance of additional officers and paramedics for the critically injured officer, 

several West Miami Police Department  officers heard the call for help and arrived 

within seconds; one of the officers was "Manny'' Bello.   

 At the shooting scene, which was still very precarious and dangerous, it was decided 

that someone had to go and remove accessibility to the firearm from the shooter.  

Officer Bello volunteered and while being covered by his fellow officers, slowly 

approached the injured, but still moving suspect and kicked the handgun from within 

his reach. 

 In addition to this individual, the officers knew there was at least one other subject 

inside the home, thus their cautious efforts concentrated on both fronts.  Moments 

later, after Officer Bello returned to safety, it was determined that, although a 

criminal who had just seriously wounded a police officer, the suspect, nonetheless 

also required medical treatment as well. 
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 Once again Officer Bello volunteered to return to the precarious scene and remove 

the injured shooter to the safe zone where the other officers were huddled.  

Duplicating his prior actions, while being covered by the other officers, Officer Bello 

approached the wounded subject, grabbed him and pulled him to safety.  Although 

that individual ultimately died as a result of his injuries while in the hospital, the 

valiant actions demonstrated by Officer Bello on that afternoon were truly noble and 

heroic.   

 

Detective Miguel Garcia 

Miami Dade Police Department 

Nominated by the Florida Retail Federation 

 In June 2012, Detective Garcia was the lead investigator in what first appeared to be 

a simple crime of stealing diabetic test strips.  However, upon further examination, a 

large scale, multi-state fencing operation of over-the-counter medications and health 

and beauty items was uncovered. 

 To facilitate the long, intricate investigation needed to successfully pursue the case, 

the Miami-Dade Police Department created the Hammocks District Organized Retail 

Crime Squad.  “Operation Over-the-Counter” was initiated to identify and gather 

evidence against the subjects stealing merchandise from the retailer and also the 

fencing operations involved.   Over the course of a year, Detective Garcia was able 

to determine that the identified subjects were engaging in racketeering activity. 

 As the first organized retail crime investigation developed under the RCIO Act, Det. 

Garcia had to develop investigative techniques and create a new case management 

style in order to properly document and solidify the case.  After using a range of 

investigative resources and techniques to capture criminal activity and evidence, it 

was discovered that the theft ring operated like a business, albeit an illegal one, 

based on market demand in which thieving boosters would steal items ordered by 

several tiers of fences who then sold the stolen merchandise to a wholesale 

distributor, out-of-state pharmacy or on the internet. 

 The boosters would go on sprees, sometimes hitting every store within a 20 mile 

range or hitting the same store twice in one day.  They had no legitimate source of 
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income and relied solely on selling stolen merchandise earning as much as $1,000 

in a day. 

 Upon preparing 55 subpoenas in cooperation with the State Attorney’s Office, and 

reviewing bank and financial records, the complex investigation resulted in what are 

believed to be the first RICO Act charges brought against a large top-to-bottom retail 

theft ring.  The organization is estimated to have stolen some $60 Million of 

merchandise over 3 years.  Charges included grand theft, money laundering and 

racketeering. 

 Successfully investigating and prosecuting organized retail crime, particularly of this 

magnitude, truly takes a lot of cooperation and effort among multiple entities.   

 Detective Garcia remains an active member of the department’s organized retail 

crime squad and we look forward to his continued successes in fighting retail crime 

in the future.  His commitment to public service is a real benefit to every business 

and citizen of Florida. 

 

Officer Mario Gutierrez 

Miami Dade Police Department 

Nominated by the Florida Sheriffs Association 

 On October 29, 2013, Officer Mario Gutierrez was on routine patrol in the area of a 

Shell gas station.  He observed an individual tampering with the lid to the 

underground gasoline storage tank.  As he entered the parking lot, he discovered 

the subject had lifted the lid to the junction valve which connects two 8,000 gallon 

gasoline storage tanks.  At this time, he realized the subject had started a fire on top 

of the valve system, attempting to cause an explosion.  The subject had also 

removed a fuel pump hose from the adjacent gas pump and placed it inside the 

open lid, attempting to add more fuel to the fire. 

 Officer Gutierrez realized that if an explosion occurred, the gas station would be 

destroyed, potentially killing everyone in the immediate area.   He made the 

courageous decision to advance on the subject in an attempt to disrupt his actions.  

He also had the foresight to activate the emergency shutoff valve to the fuel pumps, 

rendering them inoperable.   
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 He then turned his attention to the subject and deployed his Electronic Control 

device, but for some unknown reason, it had no effect.  It was then that the 

interaction between Officer Gutierrez and the subject escalated into a violent 

confrontation. 

 The subject immediately turned and charged toward Officer Gutierrez and 

simultaneously produced a large knife, which was concealed in his waistband.  

Officer Gutierrez attempted to move away from the assailant but was subsequently 

stabbed.  During the assault, Officer Gutierrez was able to gain control of the knife; 

however, the subject immediately produced a screwdriver and continued to stab 

Officer Gutierrez. 

 Officer Gutierrez landed on the ground with the subject on top of him.  He attempted 

to draw his firearm from the holster but his ability to do so was compromised as a 

result of a severe knife wound sustained to one of his triceps.  As a struggle ensued 

over the firearm, the subject responded with a barbaric act of biting Officer Gutierrez 

on his right thumb, nearly severing it from his hand.  However, Officer Gutierrez 

remained resolute, fighting and gaining control of his firearm.  He was able to 

discharge his weapon, striking and killing the assailant. 

 Officer Gutierrez sustained multiple stab wounds to his arms, hand, chest, stomach 

and leg, along with a vicious bite wound to his right thumb.  The life threatening 

injuries he sustained were compounded by the fact that he is on a prescription blood 

thinner, making the blood loss even more critical.  With the quick response of a 

fellow officer, he was transported by police vehicle to the nearest trauma center, 

where medical personnel were able to stabilize him, thus saving his life. 

 Officer Gutierrez’s actions were exemplary and heroic.  He displayed exceptional 

courage and presence of mind while single-handedly preventing a potentially 

catastrophic event from taking place. 
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Sergeant Andrew Litzell 

Florida Highway Patrol 

Nominated by the Florida Gang Investigators Association 

 Sergeant Andrew Litzell possesses a professional quality that others do not. He is 

able to initiate problem solving models to complete any task that is presented to him.  

His commitment to service has been recognized by his supervisors and peers and 

provides an example for others to follow.  Sergeant Litzell has remained dedicated to 

his community and public he serves.   

 On December 28, 2013, Sergeant Litzell was forced into an officer involved shooting 

incident in Putnam County, Florida.  Sergeant Litzell attempted to affect a traffic stop 

on a Mercury Grand Marquis, which was traveling southbound on US 17.  The driver 

of the vehicle refused to stop.  The suspect vehicle turned around and proceeded 

through a nearby neighborhood before emerging back onto US 17.  The vehicle 

headed north on US 17 into the city of Palatka, and then proceeded over the 

Memorial Bridge.   

 The vehicle turned right onto 2nd Street into another neighborhood.  Sergeant Litzell 

disengaged by turning off his emergency equipment and notified the Jacksonville 

Regional Communications Center via radio as the vehicle continued away from him.  

A brief time later, the suspect vehicle drove towards Sergeant Litzell with its 

headlights off.  Sergeant Litzell re-engaged the vehicle and followed it as it crossed 

over US 17 and South on 2nd Street.  

 The vehicle traveled approximately two (2) blocks before the two subjects exited the 

vehicle on foot and ran away from Sergeant Litzell.  Sergeant Litzell followed the 

subjects for approximately one hundred (100) yards in his patrol car before exiting 

and pursuing on foot.  A short time later, an altercation took place between Sergeant 

Litzell and one of the subjects.  The subject presented a .25 caliber handgun and 

shot Sergeant Litzell directly in the face, just below the nostril. After being wounded, 

Sergeant Litzell returned fire, striking the subject twice.  The subject suffered fatal 

wounds and died on scene.   

 The second subject left the scene in an undetermined direction.  Due to the 

unknown location of the second subject, Sergeant Litzell maintained a defensive 
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position until additional officers arrived on scene.  Sergeant Litzell was transported 

to Putnam Community Medical Center in Palatka, Florida and then transferred to UF 

Health Hospital of Gainesville, Florida by medical helicopter.  Sergeant Litzell should 

be recognized for his exemplary performance and display of great bravery while 

protecting the citizens of our state.  Sergeant Litzell is an excellent example of the 

high standards and moral character that is possessed by a Florida Highway 

Patrolman. 

 

Sergeant George McLain 

Stuart Police Department 

Nominated by the Stuart Police Department 

 Sgt. George McLain started his career at the Stuart Police Department as a cadet.  

He achieved his ultimate goal of becoming a police officer in 2000.  He is now a 

sergeant on road patrol.  

 For the better part of his career, Sgt. McLain has been a detective. The seven years 

with vice investigations began in 2007, where it did not take long for him to find his 

niche in investigating drug crimes. In 2009, he started a long term gang 

investigation. He was able to identify a gang known as “Zone 1” which started to 

become organized in the East Stuart Community. The drug dealing, violent crimes 

and graffiti started to increase during this time. During the investigation, 60 

individuals were identified as gang members and associates to “Zone 1” through the 

State statutory guidelines. 

 Investigations leading to search warrants on gang members’ residences as well as 

the prime hangouts of the gang members were executed. Multiple offenses included: 

trafficking in narcotics, kidnapping, burglary, homicides, and racketeering. During the 

course of the search warrants, many guns were recovered along with drugs, 

currency, and gang paraphernalia. The directed street operations that occurred over 

a four year period were able to show a loose association between the gang 

members and justified the issuance of a wiretap operation headed by the Stuart 

Police Department in early 2013. 
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 In March of 2013 a wiretap investigation identified as Operation Rock Star 

commenced. The 3 month operation was a joint venture lead by the Stuart Police 

Department and assisted by the Martin County Sheriff’s Office and the Drug 

Enforcement Administration, which eliminated key sources of narcotics supply to the 

East Stuart area.  

 The wiretap started on persons identified as Zone 1 Gang members, Cory Knowles 

and Willie Leon Hogan. Both Hogan and Knowles would drive to Palm Beach and Ft. 

Pierce to obtain large quantities of crack cocaine.  The wiretap investigation also 

uncovered an ongoing theft ring, orchestrated by both Knowles and Hogan directing 

individuals to steal merchandise from retailers and sell it for money or trade it for 

drugs.  

 At the conclusion of Operation Rock Star 33 people were arrested for various 

charges, a total of 6 people were charged with Racketeering or RICO. Approximately 

eight search warrants were executed and six tracker orders were issued during the 

entire investigation.  

 Once the wiretap was completed Knowles opted for speedy trial. In October 2013 

Knowles was found guilty of 51 criminal charges to include Racketeering and 

sentenced to 75 years in prison. Hogan is still awaiting trial. Sgt. McLain was the 

lead investigator on this entire investigation. His hard work and dedication to the 

community led to the arrest of two drug kingpins, mid and low level drug dealers, 

drug buyers, gang members and their associates.   

 

Detective Anthony Mozealous 

Florida State Fire Marshal’s Office 

Nominated by the Division of State Fire Marshal 

 Detective Anthony Mozealous is a 5 year veteran of the Florida State Fire 

Marshal’s Office-Bureau of Fire & Arson Investigation. He is also a U.S. Army 

veteran. He serves as the Lead Detective for the West Pam Beach Field Office 

and a Field Training Officer.  

 The national clearance rate for the crime of arson is 18%.  Detective 

Mozealous enjoys a 2014 clearance rate of 41% which is more than double 
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the national average and demonstrates why he is recognized as a leader 

within the Bureau of Fire & Arson. 

 On December 27, 2012, Detective Mozealous was assigned the investigation and 

responded to the scene of a residential structure fire in Stuart Florida.  Martin County 

Fire Rescue was dispatched to the fire along with other responding units, who 

immediately began firefighting efforts and initiated a search for potential victims. The 

initial search team consisted of 4 Martin County firefighters. The search lead them to 

a second story loft where the firefighters experienced extreme fire conditions, 

severely inhibiting their efforts and resulting in burn injuries to 3 of the Firefighters, 

one of whom sustained significant burn injuries.  

 Detective Mozealous along with other members of the State Fire Marshal’s Office 

conducted an extensive origin and cause investigation on scene that ultimately 

determined the fire was intentionally set. Detective Mozealous conducted a thorough 

follow-up investigation, and ultimately identified the owner of the residence, Joseph 

Edward Haas as a suspect.  

 Haas was interviewed extensively and made statements that were inconsistent or 

contrary to the investigative findings of Detective Mozealous, including telling 

investigators he was not in the area at the time of the fire, when in fact, evidence 

was collected that identified Haas and his vehicle in the area of the fire scene prior 

to and immediately after the fire was reported.  

 It was further discovered that the residence owned by Haas was in foreclosure and 

an eviction notice had recently been served on Haas to vacate the premises.  A 

cumulative and substantial investigation resulted in Mozealous securing a multi-

count arrest warrant for Joseph Edward Haas for the crime of Arson resulting in 

injury to multiple Firefighters and Attempted Manslaughter.  

 On August 15, 2014 after a lengthy trial, Joseph Edward Haas was convicted on several 

counts of arson and sentenced to a consecutive total of 65 years in prison.  He was 

ordered to pay $1.3 million in restitution. 

 The work by Detective Mozealous in this case is a testament to his determination and 

tenacity.  The investigation and ultimate conviction was nearly a 2 year process and 
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Detective Mozealous was instrumental in bringing the case to a positive outcome for the 

victim. Mozealous has been recognized by multiple entities for his work in this case.  

 

Law Enforcement Investigator II Larry Payne 

Office of Agricultural Law Enforcement 

Nominated by Florida Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services 

  Over the past year Investigator Larry Payne has worked many cases which are 

directly related to the core mission of the Office of Agricultural Law Enforcement.  

Investigator Payne was the lead on cases involving animal, consumer and wildfire 

crimes.  During the 2013-2014 Fiscal Year, Investigator Payne investigated and 

made arrests on two (2) major cases related to Racketeering Influenced Corrupt 

Organizations.  

 On July 6, 2011, Investigator Payne initiated a criminal investigation from a referral 

from the Florida Department of Agriculture - Division of Consumer Services 

regarding an unlicensed telemarketing business named RCIJB Worldwide 

Enterprise, LLC located in Orlando, Orange County, Florida.  

 RCIJB Worldwide Enterprise, LLC was owned and operated by Jennifer M. Bacon 

and Carmen I. Rodriguez. The business specifically defrauded timeshare vacation 

property owners of their money, by having phone solicitors “cold-call” victims and 

entice and deceive victims into believing that the business had located a buyer for 

their timeshare vacation property. The business would instruct the victim to send 

money to pay for closing costs and other fees in order to facilitate the sale of their 

timeshare vacation property.  

 Once the victims paid the fees and closing costs, RCIJB would sever all 

communications with the victims and fail to follow through with the sale of the 

victim’s property. Investigator Payne subpoenaed all of the bank records for RCIJB 

and identified $1.1 million of accumulated organized theft.   

 Investigator Payne submitted his case file to the Ninth Circuit State Attorney’s Office.  

On May 14th, 2014 Bacon and Rodriguez were arrested.  
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 Investigator Larry Payne’s second major investigation which began on June 27, 

2011, with a criminal referral from the Florida Department of Agriculture and 

Consumer Services regarding a company known as Best Caribbean Trader, Inc.   

 The owner of this business, Oreste Schneider, also defrauded timeshare vacation 

property owners of their money.  Investigator Payne identified a grand total of 

approximately $565,045.82 of accumulated organized theft deposited into the 

accounts in the name of Best Caribbean Trader, Inc. 

 Investigator Payne developed probable cause and obtained an arrest warrant for 

organized fraud and theft related charges from the Ninth Circuit Court, and arrested 

Schneider.  The State Attorney’s Office for the Ninth Judicial Circuit would later 

upgrade the charges to Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organizations (RICO). 

 Investigator Payne is highly regarded by his fellow investigators and by his 

supervisors.  His accomplishments have displayed the capabilities of the Criminal 

Investigative Section, and its abilities to investigate complex and detailed cases.  

Officer George Reynaud 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Nominated by the Director of Division of Law Enforcement 

 Officer George Reynaud was born and raised in Miami-Dade County.  His parents 

immigrated to Florida from Peru at a young age.  After graduating high school, he 

worked with the Fisher Island Ferry, rapidly climbing through the ranks, earning a 

Master Captain’s license.  Working long hours in the rough Miami waters, he was 

able to observe FWC officers in action and decided to become an FWC officer.   

 Officer Reynaud was selected as one of the two Officers in Miami-Dade County to 

become a Resource Protection Service Officer.   

  Most of his investigations have targeted violations occurring in the commercial 

fisheries industry which has yielded very positive results.  Some of the more 

significant cases he has made include: 

 An investigation into the illegal commercial harvest of blue crab traps in which 

subjects were using 40 illegal traps.  The case resulted in ten misdemeanor 

violations, one felony violation, and the seizure of 40 illegal blue crab traps. 



11 

 

 Assisting the Resource Investigator 2 with long hours of intelligence gathering and 

surveillance which resulted in 11 misdemeanor violations on a commercial spiny 

lobster fisherman who was using a large amount of illegal/untagged traps. 

 Investigating a ring of fisherman poaching lobster in the Biscayne Bay Lobster 

Sanctuary, taking under sized lobster, spearing lobster, and illegally selling their 

catch to local businesses.  That investigation led to 4 arrests, one felony violation, 

and 10 misdemeanor violations. 

 After receiving information about the possible use of artificial habitats known as 

"casitas" to harvest spiny lobster, he and his RPS partner were able to locate two 

large casitas.  After long hours of surveillance, they were able to catch a commercial 

lobster dive fisherman and several subjects harvesting a large quantity of lobster 

from the artificial habitat.  This resulted in 4 misdemeanor violations and most 

importantly, all 

Of the spiny lobster were returned to the water alive. 

 An investigation into a possible felony case of dumping and theft of a vessel which 

led to the recovery of a stolen 21 Ft. Pursuit vessel with a 150 HP outboard engine, 

and leading to the suspect being charged and convicted. 

 Investigating and subsequently arresting Miami-Dade's infamous "Alligator 

Whisperer" for harassing and feeding alligators for profit in the Everglades. 

 Officer Reynaud is an outstanding well rounded Officer always willing to volunteer 

for any detail, respond to an incident whenever needed, or take on any task 

regardless of how difficult it may be or how much work it will involve. 

 

Deputy First Class Gregory Rittger 

Orange County Sheriff’s Office 

Nominated by the Fraternal Order of Police 

 On July 23, 2013, Deputy Rittger was traveling north on Avalon Park Blvd. when he 

noticed a black pickup truck speed past him.  Before he could take any enforcement 

action, the black pick-up began to lose control and slide head first into a group of 

pine trees.  The vehicle finally came to rest on its driver’s side with the driver 
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entrapped and unconscious.  Deputy Rittger witnessed the horrific crash and 

immediately jumped into action. 

 As he approached the vehicle to assist the driver, he noticed smoke coming from the 

undercarriage.  A bystander then yelled out to Deputy Rittger that the vehicle was on 

fire.  Deputy Rittger tried to extinguish the flames but they grew too quickly.  His 

focus was then placed on getting the trapped driver out before the vehicle was fully 

engulfed. 

 As onlookers began to gather, Deputy Rittger yelled for someone to grab a crow bar 

so he could pry the driver free.  An unknown person threw him a crow bar and he 

began to work on removing the front windshield.  As the flames grew more intense, 

Deputy Rittger was able to clear a path to the driver who was still unconscious.  

Noticing that the driver had his seatbelt on, the deputy reached for his knife and was 

able to cut the driver free from the seatbelt and pulled him to safety just seconds 

before the flames reached the cab of the truck. 

 Deputy Rittger stayed with the victim until the Orange County Fire and Rescue 

arrived and transported him to the hospital.  There is no doubt that had Deputy 

Rittger not acted in the manner he did, the driver would not be here today.   

 

Special Agent Andrew Watts 

Florida Department of Law Enforcement 

Nominated by Florida Department of Law Enforcement 

 In April 2014 SA Watts was recognized by his peers as FDLE's 2013 Special Agent 

of the Year for his outstanding case work, initiative, tenacity, and thoroughness that 

led to the successful investigation of several major cases in 2013. SA Watts' major 

operations included one complex officer involved shooting, one in-custody death, an 

official misconduct investigation that resulted in a local police officer voluntarily 

relinquishing his law enforcement certification, a perjury/election fraud case involving 

a city commissioner and a bribery case involving a local deputy sheriff.  

 In addition to the cases previously mentioned, SA Watts worked two escaped inmate 

cases. In the first case, SA Watts was able to successfully investigate the attempted 

escape of Jeffery Forbes who created fraudulent court motions and orders filed with 
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the Clerk of the Court to facilitate his attempted premature release from prison. SA 

Watts' work on this unusual scheme led to charges being filed against the inmate 

and laid the ground work for future investigations involving the same and or similar 

schemes. 

 In the second inmate case, two inmates used a similar scheme to escape prison 

while serving life sentences for homicide. SA Watts, within hours of being notified of 

Charles Walker's escape, authored and had signed an arrest warrant for Walker's 

arrest. In the ensuing two months, SA Watts worked tirelessly to fully investigate the 

case. SA Watts coordinated an investigation spanning multiple regions working with 

numerous law enforcement agencies.  On December 17, 2013, just two months after 

initiating the investigation, SA Watts presented affidavits to the Judge, and several 

arrests were made in the case. 

 Additionally, the investigation revealed an instance of tampering with a witness that 

was unrelated to the inmate escape scheme.   SA Watts was able to successfully 

charge the person responsible for the tampering, which also led to an arrest. The 

instance of tampering had previously led to the release of a dangerous felon who 

was serving a life sentence.  That felon is now in custody awaiting trial. 

 Due to the thorough and aggressive efforts by SA Watts, the investigation into the 

escaped inmates resulted in sweeping policy changes at the Florida Department of 

Corrections and the Orange County Clerk's Office. SA Watts is assertive and 

pursues his investigations with a determined drive. He provides detailed 

documentation of investigative events that contribute to successful case 

conclusions. SA Watts’ investigative skills and drive make him the go-to agent in his 

unit.  


