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Thank you, Cliff, for your warm and generous comments.



I am honored and delighted to be here today to celebrate the many achievements of the federal employees of the year.  I am particularly excited to be in this beautiful building on Wall Street.  As some of you may know, the building opened in 1842 as the Merchant Exchange and served as the home of the New York Stock Exchange until 1854.  From 1862 to 1907, the building served as the U.S. Custom House, which is now located at the Alexander Hamilton Custom House at Bowling Green.  The building is a fitting venue to honor the dedication and service of those in attendance today.


Let me tell you a little about my own service in the federal government.  As a federal trial judge, I see cases between citizens of different states, cases arising out of the Constitution of the United States, and cases arising out of both the civil laws and the criminal laws of the United States.  For example, a criminal defendant in a case before me pleaded guilty last week to conspiring to provide material support to Al Qaeda.  The guilty plea occurred on the eve of trial and followed almost three years of complex pre-trial proceedings.  A civil case now before me involves allegations of securities fraud arising from the collapse of the auction rate securities markets in 2007 and 2008.  The case is actually a consolidation of approximately ten cases from districts around the country; my job in this type of multidistrict litigation is to coordinate pretrial proceedings to “promote the just and efficient conduct of such actions.”


Also under the civil laws of the United States, I see cases involving people’s pension funds, labor disputes, discrimination complaints, patents, trademarks, and copyrights.



Lest you think this type of work makes a person self-important, the law of unintended consequences helps keep one’s feet on the ground.  I’m reminded of a case from a few years back brought under the federal unfair advertising laws.  You will recall the series of television ads which Prego spaghetti sauce ran for years showing side by side comparisons of Prego spaghetti sauce to Ragu spaghetti sauce, presumably demonstrating that Prego is thicker than Ragu.  Ragu sued and I ruled that Ragu had waited too long to bring the lawsuit.  It was a wholly unremarkable ruling, I thought, but The Wall Street Journal ran a serious article talking about the value of the jarred spaghetti sauce market and the implications of my ruling for advertisers in that market.  On the other hand, the New York Daily News had a different take; it ran an article under a headline that read, quote, “Saucy Judge Has Her Fill.”



As you heard from Cliff, as Chief Judge of the Southern District of New York, I work with my fellow Judges, Cliff, Ed Friedland and Ruby Krajick and other senior courthouse executives to figure out how best to serve the public most efficiently and most effectively.  Our non-judicial tasks range from the very complex to the very mundane.  Recently, for example, the Board of Judges approved a new policy permitting lawyers to have cell phones and laptops inside the Courthouse.  The vote followed many long months of debate over issues of technology, security, and logistics.  Also recently, we spent hundred of hours planning the logistics of trying Khalid Shiek Mohammed and his co-defendants in our Courthouse.  Of course, Cliff and I are also the first persons called when the elevators break down or the pipes leak.


As you may know, to become a federal judge, you must be nominated by the President and confirmed by the Senate.  When I appeared at my confirmation hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, both Senator D’Amato and Senator Moynihan spoke on behalf of Sonia Sotomayor——who was also being nominated for a district court judgeship——and me.  Senator D’Amato bounced my daughter, Katherine, then three, on his knee while she asked him about the red elephants on his tie.  It was a moment I could not have imagined earlier in my life, and one that I will never forget.



My own service in the federal judiciary is, of course, a single, small example of the extraordinary efforts put forth by men and women like you here today.  Your service is not easy, and often goes unrecognized.  But our communities, our families, and our country are better off because of the day-to-day work that you do.  


For many, that work has been a life-long calling.  Rosemary Mark of the United States Department of Veterans Affairs has worked for thirty years at the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Northport ​​—— during the evening shift, on week-ends, and on Holidays.  Her efforts, and those of countless others around the country, ensure that our veterans receive the best care possible twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.



Others go the extra mile to make their mark in the small moments that make up daily life.  Frank Russo of United States Customs and Border Protection, for example, used all of his training to track down a five year old girl at JFK International Airport.  This girl was not a suspect in an international drug trafficking conspiracy or a threat to homeland security; Frank was returning her lost “Hello Kitty” purse.  I can only imagine the smile on that little girl’s face as she realized her favorite purse was not lost after all.



Some benefit their communities by connecting directly with those in need of assistance.  Linda McNeill of the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Eastern District of New York helps children and adults living with HIV/AIDS in South Africa.  Larry Cavagnetto in Probation and Pretrial Services oversees the Drug Treatment Team and works toward a reduction in offender relapse and recidivism, helping the offender and making our communities safer.  These individuals are making a difference in communities at home and abroad.


Many others are on the cutting edge of their fields.  Patricia Mattone is the very first female Federal Air Marshal.  Diane Rahoy of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers developed a new type of bulkhead.  Now, I’m told that the bulkhead is, quote, “a Hydrostatically Operated Variable Height Bulkhead that is self-adjusting and preserves views of nature while protecting against storm surges” —— but you’ll have to ask Diane for the details.



For some, the work is truly life or death.  Special Agent James Chios of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was on temporary duty in Afghanistan when his unit was attacked.  Special Agent Chios left safe cover to attend to the wounds of a critically injured soldier.  He then returned fire with the enemy, covering those who were carrying the injured soldier to a rear position.  Talk about a real life hero.


Teamwork is often the key to the successful safeguarding of our communities.  This was demonstrated over the weekend in Times Square and last September when the Joint Terrorism Task Force arrested terrorism suspect Najibullah Zazi in the culmination of Operation High Rise.  The quick-footed reaction by the Task Force prevented Zazi from following through on his plan to detonate explosives in New York City, saving countless lives.


The importance of teamwork is not limited to the law enforcement arena.  This past year saw several other amazing accomplishments that resulted from individuals and organizations working together toward a central goal.  Team Carreto, for example, involved the work of many federal and non-profit agencies to dismantle a multinational criminal organization that victimized women by smuggling them from Mexico to the United States.  In another shining example of what collective efforts can accomplish, the Internal Revenue Service’s “Adopt a Soldier” program sent over 600 care packages to soldiers and military dogs overseas.



I wish I could mention every single award recipient by name, but as Henry the 8th told each of his wives ​​—— I will not keep you long.  We are, after all, Government employees, and it is Friday.


In closing, I have two simple messages: thank you, and keep up the good work.  Thank you for the sacrifices you make and for the extraordinary efforts you expend in the service of others.  Thank you for your selflessness and for your contributions to the common good.  Public service has always been a core element of our national character.  It is the thread that holds together the fabric of our communities.  If we wish to continue to move forward as a nation, we must encourage and excel at public service.  Fortunately, with individuals such as yourselves leading the way, I have full confidence in our future.


To all the award winners, congratulations and thank you for your service.
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