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One in six
Kentucky counties
has had a sheriff
criminally charged
since 2010. Some
remain in office.

BY LEEZA HERNANDEZ/USA TODAY NETWORK
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CADIZ, KY - Trigg County Sher-
iff Aaron Acree was ready to resign.

He had just confessed to lying to
the FBI about an affair he was hav-
ing with a woman whom he’d given
the security code to the sheriff’s
office, allowing her to access the
secure facility for their intimate
rendezvous.

He knew lying to the FBI was
bad, but he was trying to do dam-
age control.

“I am prepared to resign and
walk away and leave this position
without any type of disturbance,”
Acree, now 36, told an FBI agent in
a recorded March 2022 phone call,
one day after he attempted to mis-
lead investigators about his rela-
tionship with the woman. “I would
hope that it was left up to me to ex-
plain to my wife why I'm resign-
ing.”

But Acree didn’t resign.

Not then.

Not when he was later investi-
gated for allegedly roughing up and
repeatedly threatening to kill a
shackled woman in a storage room
at the sheriff’s office.

Not when he was criminally
charged in that incident — and for
using his position to secure a free
room at the Lake Barkley State Re-
sort Park to carry out his sexual af-
fair.

And not when he took a plea
deal onthose state-level charges in
2023 and got two years of proba-
tion.

Instead, he remains sheriff to-
day, carrying a gun and badge
while patrolling this rural county,
his criminal record seemingly of no
consequence.

Acree stands among a brother-
hood of bad sheriffs, a Courier
Journal investigation has found,
with one in six of Kentucky’s 120
counties having at least one sheriff
since 2010 criminally charged or
convicted over actions they per-
formed while in office.

Several were acquitted, and one
died before their case was re-
solved. But out of closed cases,
most were convicted — on charges
ranging from DUIs and embezzling
taxpayer dollars, to drug trafficking
and murder.

The Courier Journal’s tally does
not include several other sheriffs
who were criminally charged or
convicted over events that oc-
curred after their time in office.

In many parts of Kentucky, par-
ticularly rural counties, sheriff’s
offices serve as the primary law en-
forcement agency patrolling the
roads and responding to emergen-
cies. Elected by voters, sheriffs
have little oversight and can’t easi-
ly be fired like a city police chief
can.

Once in office, they essentially
have no boss.

The only individual who can
single-handedly initiate removal
proceedings is Gov. Andy Beshear.

But despite pleas from local res-
idents for him to give sheriffs the
boot, Beshear has so far not done
So.

Beshear’s inaction — as well as
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KY sheriffs
remain in
office with
charges,
convictions

Trigg County Sheriff
Aaron Acree when he
was sworn in in August
2020. PROVIDED BY WKDZ

Crystal Smith alleges
Trigg County Sheriff
Aaron Acree assaulted
her and threatened to
kill her while she was
handcuffed and shackled
in a sheriff’s office
supply room in January
2022. Acree later took a
plea deal on charges
resulting from the
incident. sCOTT UTTERBACK/
COURIER JOURNAL

Kameron Smith died at 11
years old and is buried in
Trigg County. Crystal
Smith, his mother, got
high on heroin and broke
into Sheriff Acree’s
house. She then accused
Acree of police brutality
after the arrest.
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the failure to act by lawmakers,
who can impeach sheriffs and oth-
er elected officials — has ensured
Acree and several other sheriffs re-
main in power despite being crimi-
nally charged or convicted.

Their continued tenure has
damaged trust in law enforcement
in multiple communities, leaving
some residents afraid to encounter
sheriff’s office personnel and hes-
itant to dial 911 in an emergency.

Their incumbency also has the
potential to tank criminal cases in
their counties if prosecutors be-
lieve sheriffs seem too untrustwor-
thy to be put on the stand in court.

One county was left without any
local law enforcement to speak of
after the person believed to be its
sole officer at the time, its sheriff,
was arrested.

Beyond Acree, sheriffs who re-
main in office despite charges or
convictions include:

e Robertson County Sheriff Ter-
ry Gray, who was arrested for driv-
ing drunk twice within a nine-
month span, including one inci-
dent where he was in uniform op-
erating a departmental vehicle.

e Todd County Sheriff Tracy
White, who is facing misdemeanor
charges over a 2024 confrontation
with a Logan County man.

e Nelson County Sheriff Ramon
Pineiroa, who was indicted on mul-
tiple felony charges earlier this
year related to the seizure and sale
of vehicles by his office. His attor-
ney has previously called the
charges “baseless.”

Some sheriffs,

like former

Letcher County Sheriff Mickey

Stines, who is charged with gun-
ning down Judge Kevin Mullins in
his chambers last year, resign
when they are criminally charged
or have serious allegations surface.

But others, like Acree, dig in
their heels, accountable to no one
but voters.

“He’s the king. He’s the emper-
or. He created this empire. That
came out of his mouth,” one of
Acree’s civilian employees told FBI
and Kentucky State Police investi-
gators.

The Courier Journal obtained a
recording of that employee’s FBI
interview, and others, under Ken-
tucky’s open records law alongside
thousands of pages of documents
related to criminal investigations
of sheriffs.

The newspaper also reviewed
old press clippings, watched hours
of video footage, read through vo-
luminous court records and inter-
viewed individuals who experi-
enced alleged misconduct at the
hands of Kentucky sheriffs.

To Philip Stinson, a former po-
lice officer who studies law en-
forcement misconduct as a profes-
sor at Ohio’s Bowling Green State
University, the reason why sheriffs
like Acree refuse to step down is
simple.

“Power,” he said. “The power
that comes with being the county
sheriff — and the lack of oversight
and controls in place.”

Robert Chase, an associate pro-
fessor of history at New York’s
Stony Brook University who is

See SHERIFFS, Page 10A



