9/27/25, 3:19 PM SF corruption scandal: Prison time handed to restaurateur for bribes
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S.F. corruption scandal: Mohammed Nuru’s partner in
bribery scheme sentenced to prison

By St. John Barned-Smith, Reporter @ @ @

Updated March 8, 2024 12:50 p.m.

Nick Bovis, owner of Lefty O’Doul’s, funneled bribes to then-Public Works chief Mohammed Nuru through his nonprofit and tried to bribe an airport commissioner, authorities say.
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Executives at one of San Francisco’s largest contractors needed a favor in 2018 from then-Public Works director Mohammed Nuru, so

they paid him a bribe to help fund his extravagant annual department holiday party.

The man who handled the transaction was restaurateur Nick Bovis, who was sentenced Thursday to nine months in prison on fraud
charges in a long-running federal probe into city corruption. Officials from Recology Inc. issued a $20,000 check to the Lefty O’Doul’s
Foundation for Kids, which was established to provide access to baseball equipment for underprivileged children. Bovis, in turn, used

the money to fund the party and even catered it with his employees.
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That was one of several interactions Bovis had with Nuru that federal officials described in court documents related to their long-

running corruption investigation that resulted in charges against more than 20 city and business officials. Bovis also was implicated

https://www.sfchronicle.com/crime/article/sf-corruption-scandal-nuru-bovis-sentence-18707961.php
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in a scheme with Nuru to bribe a San Francisco International Airport commissioner to try to win a restaurant lease there, and Nuru vineyard has a waiting list

admitted he received numerous bribes from Bovis in the form of restaurant meals and entertainment for himself and his family, in

return for business opportunities with the city. Your Daily Puzzles
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Bovis’ court date came four years after investigators arrested him and Nuru, marking the government’s opening salvo in

the corruption probe. It has ensnared a Chinese billionaire, a senior building inspector and titans of San Francisco’s business

community. Engineers have fallen, as well as bureaucrats, contractors and permit expediters, and even a former parole officer.

Just days after his arrest in January 2020, Bovis pleaded guilty and began cooperating with prosecutors. His defense attorneys said his
assistance “salvaged an otherwise compromised investigation” after Nuru told other city officials and potential targets he was being

investigated.

He also pleaded guilty to fraud related to a 2018 fire that damaged his restaurant, Broadway Grill, prosecutors said. Bovis filed

fraudulent claims for $85,000 in payroll expenses even though he wasn’t paying his former employees anymore.

In court, defense attorney Michael Stepanian argued that despite his bribery efforts, Bovis had not derived significant benefit because

he never won city contracts.

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

“He never made a dime in any city contract,” he said, “He never made any money, never got any contracts. ... He never got one of

those.”

Because Bovis had cooperated quickly and extensively with prosecutors, his attorneys had argued he should not have to serve time

behind bars. Home confinement, community service and electronic monitoring would be sufficient, they said.

Prosecutors had asked Judge Orrick to sentence him to nine months in prison, as well as a year of probation and a $100,000 fine.
Bovis grew up in San Francisco with “every opportunity to live the American dream,” Assistant U.S. Attorney David Ward wrote. He
was involved in Boy Scouts as a child and later graduated from California Polytechnic University. His restaurants included

Lefty O’Doul’s, the Broadway Grill, the Spinnerie and the Gold Dust Lounge. All are now closed, though Bovis still runs a food
distribution company.

Prosecutors put Bovis’ net worth at more than $5 million.

Stepanian argued that Bovis had endured public humiliation because of the attention the case received and argued that Bovis has

been “punished in the public eye over and over again.”

Ward argued that the publicity came about as a consequence of Bovis’ actions. The city of San Francisco, and the employees of Public

Works, had suffered far worse, he said.

“Trust is a precious necessity of any social enterprise, and bribery is a betrayal of that trust,” Ward said.
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Orrick ultimately sided with prosecutors, telling Bovis that while Nuru was the “leader of the pack” of the corruption scandal, Bovis

was “the face of private corruption in San Francisco for this scandal, and you are the face for a reason.”

Friends and relatives described him as a loving father, committed to making amends. Others described his passion for his annual toy
drive.

But in 2015, he began showering Nuru with bribes, including $22,000 in high-end kitchen appliances that he had delivered and
installed at Nuru’s vacation home. He hoped to curry favor with Nuru and win city business, whether supplying the city with portable
public toilets, furnishing container-type portable housing units for the homeless, or helping build a new Navigation Center on

the Embarcadero. Those efforts never came to fruition, Bovis’ defense attorneys said.

The FBI caught Bovis and Nuru trying to bribe an airport commissioner in 2018. Undercover agents met Bovis and recorded him
telling them how Nuru told Bovis to give the commissioner $5,000. Bovis brought the money to a meeting with Nuru and the

commissioner, but the commissioner declined to take the money.

Starting in 2016, Bovis and Nuru used the Lefty O’Doul’s Foundation to funnel tens of thousands of dollars in bribes to Nuru for his
holiday parties. Recology, which collects San Francisco’s garbage, needed Nuru’s approval for rate hikes. Two Recology executives,

John Francis Porter and Paul Giusti, later pleaded guilty to bribery charges related to the company’s donations.

When he appeared before Orrick, Bovis said the past four years had left a profound mark.

“I cannot even begin to describe the pain I've caused to the people I love most,” he said. “I harmed my wife’s reputation. She doesn’t

deserve the harm I've done to her.”
He also apologized for ruining the reputation and legacy of the charity he once ran.
“All the work we did in the last 20 years was ruined,” he said. “I ruined it for a lot of people here in San Francisco.”
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St. John "Sinjin" Barned-Smith joined The San Francisco Chronicle in 2022 and covers City Hall. He previously worked at The Houston Chronicle, where he covered law
enforcement.

Barned-Smith started his career at the Philadelphia Daily News, served in the Peace Corps, in Paraguay, and worked at the Montgomery Gazette, in Maryland, before joining
Hearst Newspapers in 2014. His coverage of floods, mass shootings and police misconduct and other topics has been honored with several state and national awards.
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