
[image: ]
[image: ]

Strong Arm of the Law Copyright © 2026 by David Smale.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations included in critical articles and reviews.

Published by

Storyteller Publishing, LLC 1310 N. 78th Street

P.O. Box 9001

Kansas City, KS 66112

Digital Layout by www.formatting4U.com

Digital ISBN 979-8-9882321-5-5

Print ISBN 979-8-9882321-3-1
Table of Contents

Foreword

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Early Years -  Growing Up Basic

Chapter 2: Police Career -  The Perfect Fit

Chapter 3: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. -  All For Everyman

Chapter 4: Richard Gere -  Moonlighting

Chapter 5: Westchester County Police Department -  The ’Burbs

Chapter 6: New York State and Beyond -  Movin’ On Up... and Out

Chapter 7: Post-Police Career -  Life After the Uniform

Gallery

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Foreword


[image: ]


[image: ]

From the first time I met Ron Gatto, I loved his fearlessness, his irreverence, his strong sense of right and wrong, and his willingness to challenge orthodoxies and authorities. Ron had a love for the outdoors and the environment, which we shared.

Ron understood that the waterways were owned by the public. They weren’t owned by private sewage companies, polluters, the Fish and Game Department, or even the government. Everybody has a right to use them. Nobody can use them in a way that will diminish or injure their use and enjoyment by others.

Ron’s and my professional relationship quickly became a friendship. I enjoyed his company. He has a great sense of humor, and we shared that sense of humor and the love for good stories and a kind of irreverence. He was a little bit of a renegade. I like that.

He won’t back down from any challenge. If he says he’s going to do something, he’ll do it, regardless of the obstacles he encounters. He has a really strong sense of duty, and nothing gets in his way when he’s on a mission.

This book tells the story of how Ron changed the world by starting out with his little corner of it. He is tenacious, the kind of person I like to be around.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Secretary

Department of Health and Human Services United States of America
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Ron Gatto almost fell off his chair.

He was embedded into the environmental side of the New York City Police Department. He had arrested the president of a company in the area for violation of pollution laws, but his bosses with the NYPD told him they weren’t going to prosecute the case.

He had grown up aware of and concerned about the growing pollution problem, even as a child, and he was frustrated that his efforts as a law enforcement officer not only weren’t rewarded, they were flat-out rejected. His supervisors looked the other way, throwing out citations Gatto wrote, and any attempts to involve politicians fell on deaf ears.

He went to everyone from local assemblymen to county executives to state and U.S. senators to let them in on the problem in their district, county or region.

Crickets.

He had a friend named John Cordero, who worked for the New York City sanitation department, who had witnessed companies dumping toxic chemicals into the drinking-water system. Cordero complained up the ladder with no results. Finding an ally in Gatto, Cordero suggested that Gatto reach out to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a well-known environmental advocate. He even gave Gatto Kennedy’s office phone number.

Never one to be bashful, Gatto called Kennedy’s office and told Kennedy’s secretary the reason for his call. Less than a minute later, Kennedy himself was on the phone.

Gatto, a lifelong Democrat, couldn’t believe he was talking with a member of the iconic Kennedy family.

The call didn’t last long, not because Kennedy wasn’t interested. Instead, he told Gatto, “I don’t want to hear the story over the phone. Come right down to my office.”

After collecting his senses, Gatto drove to nearby Pleasantville, New York, and a 35-year friendship began.

You know someone is a big deal when he primarily goes by his first name or just his initials, and everyone still knows who he is. You know, like Pelé or Lebron. That’s RFK Jr.

Gatto’s initial meeting with Kennedy also included a bioscientist who did testing of the local waters, an environmental investigator from nearby Pace University and a local assemblyman who Kennedy had invited.

As Gatto laid out the story, Kennedy looked at him with a straight face and said, “This is big.”

Part of Gatto’s reaction was, “Great! I’m glad.” But the other part was, “How big is it?” Was he biting off more than he could chew?

Little did he know, Gatto was about to enter the world of politics.

“My dad told me, if you go into politics, be aware,” Gatto said. “You will find out things about yourself you never even knew. All the bad things come out about you, even things that are made up. So be prepared to take a beating.”

That particular case turned out to be one of the biggest environmental cases in New York state history. But that’s not what Gatto remembers most about the meeting. It was about Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the person.

Gatto had been reading about RFK Jr. for years, but he didn’t know the person behind the reputation. Robert Kennedy Sr. famously said, “Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.” RFK Jr. was never afraid to do things that were not only tough to do, but things at which he could easily fail. He was a passionate, driven man, with plenty of toughness.

But RFK Jr. also happened to be very down-to-earth. Their friendship is about more than the environment.

“I just enjoy his company,” Kennedy said. “He’s a great raconteur, and he has a great sense of humor. We share a sense of humor and a love for good stories and a kind of irreverence. We just get along with each other.

“He’s a little bit of a renegade. I like that.”

The Kennedy name has been part of the American lexicon for decades, going back to Joseph Kennedy, who was an American businessman, investor, philanthropist and politician. He is known for his own political prominence, working with such prominent Americans as President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

But he’s also known as the patriarch of the Kennedy family, which included his sons: President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, attorney general and U.S. Senator Robert Francis Kennedy, and longtime U.S. Senator Edward Moore “Ted” Kennedy.
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Bobby Kennedy Jr. gave Ron a button that his father wore at JFK’s inauguration.

When JFK was elected President in 1960, he was the representation of the future of America. The short period of JFK’s presidency was labeled “Camelot,” which came to encapsulate the youth, vitality and integrity of JFK and his administration.

But JFK was assassinated in November 1963, and Camelot came to a crashing end.

During the 1968 presidential campaign, Robert Kennedy Sr. was among the frontrunners for the Democratic nomination when he was assassinated during a victory rally after winning the California primary. RFK Jr. was 14 when his father was murdered.

The Kennedy name certainly helped RFK Jr.’s notoriety, but he earned the attention he received. He graduated from Harvard University and the University of Virginia School of Law.

He began his career as an assistant district attorney in New York City. In the mid-1980s, he joined two nonprofits focused on environmental protection. At both organizations, Kennedy won legal battles against large corporate polluters.

Thus, his interest in Gatto’s campaign.

But what Gatto wasn’t expecting was RFK Jr.’s interest in him. Gatto remembers JFK’s assassination when he was in kindergarten. His father, who owned a Chevrolet dealership in Mount Kisco, New York, shut down his business for a few days. He picked up Ron and his older siblings from school as the schools were closing early.

Gatto remembers all the kids in his kindergarten class having to sit on the floor under their desks while they waited for their parents to pick them up. Ron’s dad took them home and then went to the store to get essentials in case the nation was going to come under attack.

That didn’t happen, obviously, but Gatto has always taken an interest in the Kennedy family. So sitting in the office of JFK’s nephew was surreal.

He found RFK Jr. to be someone he wanted to be friends with, not for his own personal gain, though that would be understandable.

“Somehow, I felt like we could develop a real friendship that the Kennedys have shared with certain people,” Gatto said. “There are different types of friendships. The first one is ‘Hey, how are you doing?’ Maybe you have a cup of coffee with the person once in a while. But that’s not somebody you really want to get involved with.

“But Bobby Kennedy is not one of those guys. To me, he was one of those guys like a brother. He went way above and beyond what a regular friend would do. There’s no question about it. If a normal friend is on a level of five, he’s a 10.

“At that initial meeting, I felt like I had known him for 100 years.”

Gatto believes that Kennedy is intrinsically good, regardless of the political beliefs of the person with whom he is engaging. 

“Democrat, Republican, liberal, conservative, it really doesn’t matter what you are. Most of New York is familiar with Bobby Kennedy, and most of those are people he’s helped. He’s helped millions of people.”

Okay, maybe “millions” is a stretch, but considering Kennedy’s efforts in environmental and health endeavors, “millions” may be conservative.

The friendship is not one-sided. Kennedy found an ally in Gatto.

“Ron’s job, the job of government, and he was the front line, was to protect that asset on behalf of all the people,” Kennedy said. “It doesn’t matter if you’re rich or poor, Black or White, young or old, you have an absolute right to go to one of the reservoirs or to the Hudson and throw in a plug and pull out a fish, then bring it home and eat it with the knowledge that you’re not poisoning your family.”

Kennedy taught Gatto the value of being prepared. His approach was to set up a plan and follow it. Kennedy wasn’t afraid to plan things out, and Gatto quickly adapted the same philosophy. Together, they presented more than 750 cases and didn’t lose one. They “dotted their I’s and crossed their T’s.” If they had lost, it wouldn’t be because they didn’t present the case properly, or didn’t have enough information.

On a personal level, RFK Jr. helped Gatto and his family. When one of Gatto’s daughters suffered with alcoholism, Kennedy encouraged her to join Alcoholics Anonymous, and he even took her to meetings early in her recovery to make sure she stayed committed.

“He’s just a nice person,” Gatto says. “The Kennedys aren’t known to be nasty people like a lot of politicians today. He’s very compassionate. He’s very loving.”

Gatto talked about being at a Riverkeepers celebration and seeing an elderly woman fall while walking up a grassy hill using a walker. She was a regular at these events, not letting age slow her down.

People—maybe afraid of backlash if they hurt her while trying to help—just stood there. Kennedy got down on the ground and helped the woman to her feet. He didn’t ask if she was a Democrat or Republican; he just helped her.

He put his hand under her head, helped pick her up and walked her up the hill to a place she could sit. He then called for an ambulance and made sure she was properly taken care of.

While some of his fellow Democrats say, “I don’t like Republicans,” Kennedy genuinely seems to care for everybody.

“He champions children and the elderly; the poor, the middle class and the upper class,” Gatto said about his friend. “He cares about all.

“When his father and uncle were elected, that’s when the real Democratic Party really started for the United States. The party was going in the right direction, helping the middle class, helping the poor, helping the children. To me, that was the right direction.

“For some reason, the Democratic Party got away from that. I think it’s because of money and because of payoffs. It’s not just Democrats; a lot of Republicans have strayed from their platforms once the money got in there. The Democratic party changed.

“So what does Kennedy do? Does he say, ‘I’ve got to change too.’? No, he stays the same as he always was, the same that his father and uncle were, helping people, whether you’re a Republican or Democrat, whether you’re Black, White, green or blue. It doesn’t make any difference.”

Gatto still votes mostly Democrat, but because of Kennedy’s influence, he’s more willing to look at each ballot issue, whether it’s a candidate or a policy, by its own merit.

While helping others by focusing on health issues has been Kennedy’s life mission, cleaning the environment through his work with the NYPD was almost accidental for Gatto. He was always concerned about the environment, but it wasn’t his personal goal from the start.

As he uncovered corporate polluters in his role with the NYPD, more opportunities became apparent. When someone buys a new vehicle, the tendency is to notice other vehicles of the same make and model. Gatto said he started noticing pollution and the effects of it.

He said he had a “nose for pollution.” He described himself as “a mad dog finding pollution cases that others overlooked.”

He knew what to look for because he did a lot of reading. He talked to environmental cops in Albany that he knew and got tips from them. He started finding pollution in streams all around him. He found people dumping pollutants down drains, which led into the streams.

All of a sudden, it hit him. It was big, just like RFK Jr. said.

Gatto went to local schools and told the students and staff that he was looking for pollution. He gave them badges and nicknames. He also went to environmental groups like Ducks Unlimited, which became his eyes and ears. Their members were out in the environment, fishing the streams and enjoying the lakes and the forests. Gatto asked them to contact him when they came across something he should investigate.

Once Gatto made his name and phone number public, his phone never stopped ringing. He had double the number of cases almost immediately.

He once received a call at 3 a.m. from an official in Putnam County. A truck that already sealed driveways with the black tar would go behind the house of the owner and dump the excess tar into the septic system, which was connected to the community sewage treatment plant.

That tar would get into the sewage treatment plant and mess up the equipment. That cost between $50,000 and $70,000 in cleanup every time it happened. Gatto got a call from a fisherman who had observed it. The next night, Gatto caught him red-handed and it was stopped. All that came as a result of him handing out his business cards.

But even with that momentum, Gatto still ran into a lot of resistance, often because of the attitude of, “We’ve always done it this way.”

The common response was, “You’re breaking up our system,” to which he responded, “You’re not part of the solution. You’re part of the problem.”

He gave the example of a truckload of Honda Civics arriving at a local dealership. They were covered with a wax coating that protected them from the salt spray while traveling to the U.S. on ships from Japan. The dealer brought them to the lower level of the dealership and sprayed them with a chemical rinse to remove that wax.

(If this wasn’t so serious, it would be funny.)

There were warnings all over the labels that anyone using the solvent should wear protective masks. But when Gatto went to the basement of the dealership, he saw kids spraying the vehicles without any protection.

So he questioned the owner about it. The owner showed him the label that said it was “Okay Solvent.” Gatto replied, “It’s not okay. That’s just the name of the solvent!”

When the owner walked into the basement, he almost threw up. And even though the residue was toxic, it was poured into the drain and into a trout stream less than a mile away.

Gatto had all the proof he needed, but the judge in the case refused to enforce the ruling... until Gatto got Kennedy involved. Eventually, that owner had to clean up the area where the chemical was sprayed, repair the pipes to the trout stream and clean up the stream itself, costing tens of thousands of dollars.

Gatto believes that part of the problem was the fact that New York City, the “supervisor” of the NYPD, had 50 of its own sewage treatment plants throughout the state, and they were all failing at the time. They didn’t want Gatto to call out another sewage treatment plant in another town or county, because the New York City system was failing.
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Fortunately, Ron’s kids get their looks from their mother.

There’s a good example of this in the Bible, in Matthew 7:1-5, where Jesus said, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”

Hey, at least New York City avoided hypocrisy.

One of Kennedy’s best traits, at least according to Gatto, was to help him look past party lines. Not everyone who
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