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Wildlife Warriors: Meet the Prosecutor
Battling Florida&#039;s Nature Crimes!

Pinellas County prosecutors tackle wildlife crime,
highlighting recent cases involving protected species and

community engagement efforts.

Redington Beach, Pinellas County, Florida, USA - In
Pinellas County, the fight against wildlife crimes is intensifying,
led by Ben Laing, an assistant state attorney whose passion for
conservation traces back to his childhood fishing adventures in
Florida. Recently, Laing and four officers staked out a $2.2
million home in Redington Beach, aiming to catch a suspect
connected to an alarming incident: a man filmed on an electric
scooter striking a protected shorebird. Following public outrage
over the video, Laing and officer Jody Criswell exhumed the
bird’s carcass for a necropsy and gathered witness testimonies
to identify the suspect, an effort that underscores the
seriousness with which they take wildlife protection. A judge has
since set a bond of $10,000 for the suspect, highlighting the



legal system’s response to these environmental crimes. Tampa
Bay Times reports that Laing’s work signifies a shift in the
state’s approach to wildlife crime prosecutions.

Laing’s focus on marine and wildlife crime has catalyzed a
positive change in how these cases are handled in Florida. Under
his direction, the partnership between the state attorney’s office
and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
(FWC) has flourished. Captain Matthew Dallarosa from the FWC
noted that Laing’s influence has been significant in prosecuting
wildlife cases. Together with Criswell, who has been honored as
the boating officer of the year, they tackle a range of cases from
fishing licenses to serious offenses like the shooting of a blue
heron. They also recently pursued an arrest warrant for Vitaliy
Kravchenko, charged with aggravated animal cruelty, paving the
way for pretrial diversion instead of jail time. This approach aims
at preventing future offenses through community service and
anger management classes.

Broader Environmental Context

The increased attention to wildlife crimes correlates with
broader enforcement activities by the FWC. From January 24 to
January 30, the agency dealt with various violations across the
state, including illegal fishing practices and hunting in closed
areas. For instance, officers in Wakulla County noticed
individuals exceeding the bag limit for black drum, leading to
citations—a clear message that respecting wildlife laws is vital.
Other counties like Brevard and Indian River have reported
similar encounters with violators, emphasizing the ongoing need
for vigilance.FWC updates illustrate the volume of active
enforcement across the region, reflecting a commitment to
resource protection.

The mission of the FWC’s Division of Law Enforcement
encompasses more than just immediate response to violations.
With over 1,000 employees, including 890 sworn officers, their
strategic vision is to be recognized as a top conservation law
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enforcement agency nationally. Their motto—Patrol, Protect,
Preserve—resonates through myriad community engagement
efforts and educational outreach as well. The division’s
commitment to protecting Florida’s natural resources and public
safety, alongside investigating wildlife crimes, showcases a well-
rounded approach to conservation efforts that is more essential
than ever.

Looking Ahead

As Laing and Criswell continue to celebrate successes and learn
from losses in wildlife prosecutions, their collaborative mindset
will undoubtedly contribute to a safer environment for Florida’s
wildlife. The focus on real-time consequences for perpetrators,
coupled with proactive educational initiatives, could potentially
reduce wildlife crimes and foster community support for
conservation efforts.

As Florida residents, it’s our duty to stay informed and engaged
in these environmental issues. Perhaps next time you see a
suspicious activity in our natural spaces, you’ll feel empowered
to report it. After all, there’s something to be said for protecting
the unique wildlife that makes Florida, well, Florida.
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