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Solving 
Campus-Community 

Problems 
By 

MICHAEL G. SHANAHAN 

I 
f asked, most university ad
ministrators and campus law 
enforcement officials proba

bly would cite alcohol abuse among 
organized groups living on or near 
campus as the most exasperating 
problem facing them. Media reports 
have chronicled the phenomenon; 
Congress has demanded that uni
versities account for their crime 
rates; women's groups have orga
nized to protest the victimization of 
female students at fraternity-spon
sored activities. 

For the University of Washing
ton, the 1992 fall quarter began vio
lently with a confrontation between 
a group of football players and 

members of a national fraternity. 
What started with racial epithets es
calated into a free-for-all requiring 
a massive response by the Seattle 
Police Department (SPD). During 
the melee, a first-year female stu
dent was struck by a thrown beer 
bottle that shattered in her face, re
quiring the surgical removal of her 
right eye. 

Local reporters had been fol
lowing closely student alcohol 
abuse since a similarly disturbing 
incident occurred in 1989. During a 
football game, drunken fans took to 
the field, confronted police officers, 
and tore down a set of goal posts, 
nearly killing two students. Due to 

the seriousness of that incident 
and the extensive media attention it 
generated, university administrators 
appointed a special task force to 
analyze the factors that led to the 
flare-up and to suggest ways to pre
vent a recurrence. 

The community task force ap
proach proved highly successful in 
addressing the specific factors that 
led to the 1989 disturbance. Hoping 
to find solutions for the wider issues 
that resulted in the tragic 1992 inci
dent, administrators once again 
turned to this process. The new task 
force would focus on the serious 
problems caused by alcohol abuse 
on campus and in the off-campus 
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area known as "Greek Row" that 
housed fraternity and sorority 
groups. 

NEED FOR THE TASK 

FORCE 

Because of the success of the 
earlier task force, announcement of 
the new task force had an immediate 
calming effect on the media and the 
public. There was a sense that the 
process had credibility and that is
sues would not be "swept under the 
rug." Also, because task force find
ings were released into the public 
domain, the personal reputations of 
members rested on the results, or 
lack thereof. 

Task force members quickly 
realized that although the two in
cidents shared some similarities, 
different factors fueled each situa
tion. The 1989 incident was a recur
ring event that faced the university 
biennially, based on the intense ri
valry between Washington State 
and the University of Washington. 

Consequently, the factors surround
ing the event were fairly easy to 
address. 

By contrast, the 1992 incident 
pointed to a set ofongoing behavior
al problems. These were complicat
ed by the off-campus status ofGreek 
Rowand by the fact that the Seattle 
Police Department exercised prima
ry police authority over the area. 
Greek Row actually constituted a 
collection of private corporations. 
Each fraternity or sorori ty possessed 
its own governing board, owned the 
property on which its house tood, 
and took an autonomous attitude 
with regard to internal disciplinary 
matters. 

The SPD became increasingly 
frustrated by the lawless flavor of 
the area; one sector sergeant sent 
letters to the university newspaper 
openly complaining of the disor
derly and often violent behavior of 
drunken fraternity members. Inci
dents had become so threatening 
that the SPD refused to dispatch 

"Task force members 
realized ... that some 
form of compromise 

and contractual 
agreement that bound 

fraternities and 
sororities to certain 

codes of conduct would 
be necessary. 

" Chief Shanahan heads the University of  

Washington Police Department in Seattle.  

personnel into the area to restore 
order unless they were in a tacti
cal unit formation. The same was 
true for emergency-aid crews of 
the Seattle Fire Department that 
responded to periodic injuries in the 
area. 

Meanwhile, the public was frus
trated by the university's perceived 
reluctance to meet its supervisory 
obligation over the fraternities. Res
idents also were upset that the Seat
tle Police Department failed to en
force State liquor laws uniformly to 
control behavior that often spilled 
into surrounding neighborhoods. 

However, the university was in 
an untenable position. It could not 
exercise direct authority over the 
fraternitie without exposing itself 
to major liability. Consequently, the 
university exercised what authority 
it had, not from a position ofcontrol, 
but rather by threatening to with
hold recognition status from partic
ular fraternities or sororities. 

Despite repeated promises from 
fraternity leaders, very little was 
being done to correct the problem . 
This was due, in part, to the lack of 
institutional memory. Fraternity 
members literally came and left 
within 4-year cycles. And, despite 
the good faith efforts of the SPD, the 
department possessed no mecha
nism or authority to enter houses on 
a routine basis to enforce alcohol 
laws. The task force was tasked with 
addressing these and other funda
mental issues. 

THE TASK FORCE 

APPROACH 

Building on Success 

When the uni versi ty' s presi
dent created the new task force, he 
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extended membership to off-cam
pus groups to include the police and 
fire departments, the Washington 
State Liquor Control Board, and a 
group representing the neighbor
hood immediately adjacent to the 
Greek Row area. The 19 members of 
the task force also included repre
sentatives from the student body, as 
well as university faculty, staff, and 
administrators. The group met 12 
times over a 14-week period. 
. At the same time, the State leg
Islature began a series of public 
hearings regarding the issue of be
havioral problems at the University 
of Washington and other 4-year 
sch.ools in the State. Commanding 
offIcers from the Seattle Police De
partment and the University of 
Washington Police Department 
(UWPD), as well as other university 
officials, appeared before the legis
lature to express their growing frus
tration with the lack of meaningful 
progress on the issue. Many of the 
speakers expressed hope that the 
task force approach would again 
produce positive results. 

Never before had students, fac
ulty, staff, administrators, police, 
fire officials, liquor control board 
officials, and representatives from 
the public sat down to confront one 
another and correct what had be
come a national embarrassment to 
higher education. Task force mem
bers realized almost from the out
set that some form of compromise 
and contractual agreement that 
bound fraternities and sororities to 
certain codes of conduct would 
be necessary. To counter the ef
fects of membership turnover 
within fraternities and sororities 
many task force members also ex~ 
pressed a need for the direct and 

active involvement of alumni 
groups. 

Drafting a Document 

With an assistant State attorney 
general acting as legal counsel, the 
task force began formulating the 
conditions that would constitute the 
basis of the contractual agreement. 
In many ways, the proposals read 
like a throwback to the rules and 
regulations that governed the be
havior of fraternal organizations in 
the 1950s and early 1960s. 

" The measures 
advocated by the task 
force ...proved to be an 
effective response to a 
problem that plagues 
many schools across 

the country. 

At a minimum, the task force " 
recommended that the contract 
agreement require all fraternity and 
sorority chapters to: 

• Comply with all Federal, 
State, and local laws, with 
emphasis on adhering to 
minimum drinking-age 
requirements and practicing 
proper fire safety procedures 

• Take responsibility for the off
campus conduct of their 
members and take meaningful 
disciplinary actions, forward
ing reports to the Vice Presi
dent of Student Affairs, as 
well as the Presidents of 

the Interfraternity Council 
(IFC) and the Panhellenic 
Association 

• Identify adult members and 
alumni leaders to be available 
to the police department or 
other agencies on a 24-hour 
basis 

• Conduct uniform education 
programs concerning sub
stance abuse and acquaintance 
rape 

• Adhere to IFC and Pan hellenic 
policies, including those 
regarding alcohol-free rushing 
and human dignity statements 

• Enter into a written contract 
with the university that would 
be binding throughout the 
calendar year. 

In addition to these points, the task 
force directly confronted the issues 
surrounding activities that often re
sulted in widespread disorder
"Greek" parties. 

Regulating Parties 

Party regulation became the 
most discussed area of the task 
force's work. Ultimately, a party 

was defined as any gathering of 25 
or more people where alcoholic bev
erages are present. The task force 
encouraged that as a sponsoring 
entity, each fraternity or sorority be 
required to register any planned 
event with the Office of the Vice 
President for Student Affairs at least 
7 days in advance. 

The organization also would be 
required to obtain a banquet permit 
from the State liquor control board. 
In order to receive such a permit, the 
petitioning organization had to meet 
a series of conditions: 
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• Permit notices must be  
conspicuously posted  

• Party sponsors must ensure 
that alcohol is served only to 
invited guests who meet the 
State's drinking age 

• The premises must be open for 
inspection on an announce-
ment basis by liquor control 
agents or other law enforce-
ment officers. 

When  two  houses  held  a  joint 
function, cosponsors, such as soror-
ity  leaders,  would  be  required  to 
sign for  the permits,  thereby  incur-
ring  civil  and  criminal  liability . 

Sponsoring  organizations  also 
would be required to maintain ade-
quate  security  in  order  to  regulate 
access  to  events.  Each  7day  ad-
vance party  notice would  be  trans-

mitted  by  fax  to  the  Seattle Police 
Department' s North Precinct Com-
mander. Any report, citation, or cor-
rective notice issued by  the SPD or 
the  liquor  control  board  would  be 
forwarded  to  the  university  police. 
The UWPD  then  would  advise  the 

Office of the Vice President for Stu-
dent Affairs. For the fraternal orga-
nization,  contract  violation  sanc-
tions  could  range  from  reprimand, 
fines ,  and  financial  restitution  for 
property damage  to  probation,  sus-
pension, or "withdrawal ofrecogni-
tion" for up  to 4 years. 

The  task  force  also  recom-
mended  that  each  fraternity  and 
sorority  provide  the  university 
with  yearly  evidence  that  the 
groups  maintained  adequate  prop-
erty  and  liability  insurance  cover-
age. This condition assumed special 
importance because chapters  could 

not hold  the  university  responsible 
for  any  liability  with  regard  to 

their  organizations'  programs  and 
activities. 

THE  LEGISLATURE'S 
RESPONSE 

As  the  task  force  drew  up  its 
proposals,  the  State  legislature 
seemed poised to enact its own leg-
islation addressing the problems on 
campus.  However,  the  sponsor  of 
that legislation ultimately created a 

... real change is best " 
accomplished through 

written agreements 
that have the force of 

organizational 
retribution .... 

substitute bill based on the final task " 
force  report.  During debate,  an  at-
tempt by several fraternity members 
to protest the liquor permit applica-
tion requirement met with stern re-
buke  from  the  Senate  Majority 
Whip. By this time, it was clear that 
the legislature, as the representative 
of the people, no longer was willing 
to  allow  open  defiance  of the  law. 
House  Substitute  Bill  1082  swept 
through  both houses  of the  legisla-
ture with no dissenting votes. 

IMPLEMENTATION AND 
RESULTS 

Members  of  the  law  enforce-
ment community and university ad-

ministration  quickly  established 
mechanisms to implement the man-

dates of the task force. By the begin-
ning of the 1993 fall quarter, nearly 

all  fraternities  and  sororities  had 
signed  "recognition  agreements" 
based on  the provisions outlined in 
the task force report. Those that fail 
to  sign  the  agreement  risk  losing 
their  status  as  recognized  student 
organizations at the university. 

The changes  brought about by 
the  task  force  recommendations 
yielded  immediate  results.  For  the 
Seattle Police Department,  the  fall 
1993 quarter proved to  be  the least 
eventful in many years with regard 

to  campusrelated  complaints.  The 
press  credited  the  fraternities  and 
sororities  for  improving  their  be-
havior. In addition  to  a general  im-
provement  in  behavior on  campus, 
university  police  officers  observed 
an  ancillary  effect  at  the  football 
stadium: The 1993 season produced 
the lowest arrest and expUlsion level 
in 2 decades. 

LESSONS FOR 
OTHER CAMPUSES 

The  measures  advocated  by 
the  task  force  and  adopted  by 
the  University  of  Washington 
proved  to  be  an  effective  response 
to  a  problem  that  plagues  many 
schools across the country. A1cohol-
induced misconduct can have cata-

strophic consequences, not only for 
the students but also for the institu-
tion  involved  and  the  surrounding 

communities. 
Too often,  alumni  live  in  their 

fond  memories  of  the  "good  old 
days,"  which  represent  in  many 
ways a stark contrast to the conduct 
of  some  of  today's  youth.  At  the 
same  time,  universities  often  as-
sume  a  position  of benign  neglect 
regarding the misconduct of frater-

nity  and  sorority  members.  Local 
police agencies also  may  be forced 



to tolerate open disregard for liquor 

laws due to  the sheer magnitude of 

the problem. 

If the University of Washington 

experience has merit for other com
munities, it is because the response 
centers on the concept that a com
munity policing approach involving 
both "town" and "gown" constitu

encies can work. The results show 
that real change is best accom
plished through written agreements 
that have the force of organizational 
retribution either through firm en

forcement of the contract's provi
sions or through the imposition of 
criminal penalties for State law 
violations. 

CONCLUSION 

Experience shows that the over
whelming majority of fraternity and 
sorority members go on to become 
productive citizens in their commu
nities. College students as a whole 
do not represent a major criminal 
element. Still, it is unfair, both to 
students and to other residents, for 
communities to perpetuate a double 
standard ofconduct for one group of 

people who is continually in direct 
violation of the law. The University 
of Washington task force provided a 
viable means to correct a long

standing di crepancy. 
Unfortunately, it took a sense

less and tragic incident to spark 
these very necessary changes. Per
haps other communities will act be
fore imilar preventable tragedies 
occur. If nothing else, the changes 

brought about by the University of 
Washington task force prove that 

something good can come from 
something bad .• 

Author Guidelines 

Manuscript Specifications 

Length: 1,000 to 3,000 words or 5 to 12 pages 
double-spaced. 

Format: All manuscripts should be double
spaced and typed on 8 112" by 11" white paper. All 
pages hould be numbered, and three copies should 
be submitted for review purposes. 

Publication 

Basis For Judging Manuscripts: Manuscripts 

are judged on the following points: Factual ac~ura
cy, style and ease of reading, structure and 10gI~al 
flow, length, relevance to audience, and analYSIS ~f 
information. Favorable consideration generally WIll 

not be given to an article that ha been publish.ed . 
previously or that is being considered for publIcatIOn 

by another magazine. Articles tha~ are us~d to 
advertise a product or a service WIll be rejected. 

Query Letters: The editor suggests that authors 

submit a detailed one- to two-page outline before 
writing an article. This is intended to help a~thors 

but does not guarantee publication of the artl.cle. . 
Author Notification: Receipt of manuscnpt WIll 

be confirmed. Letters of acceptance or rejection will 
be sent following review. Articles accepted for 
publication cannot be guaranteed a publica~ion date. 

Copyright: Because Law Enforcem~nt IS a. . 
government publication, materials publIshed WIthin 

it are not copyrighted. 
Editing: Law Enforcement reserves the right to 

edit all manuscripts. 

Submission 

Authors may contact the special agent police 

training coordinator at the nearest FBI fiel? office 
for help in ubrnitting articles, or manuscnpts may 

be forwarded directly to: Editor, FBI Law Enforce

ment Bulletin, Law Enforcement Communication 

Unit, FBI Academy, Quantico VA 22135. 



Focus on 
Community Services 

Community Relations Service 
A Catalyst for Calm 
By Timothy J. Johnson 

R acial conflicts in communities can result in 
widespread violence and even death. Small 

incidents easily escalate into communitywide 
disturbances. In the wake of the Los Angeles riots in 
April  1992, community leaders and police admin
istrator across the country renewed the search for 

effective means to settle disputes and reduce 
racial tensions before they become violent 
confrontations. An often-overlooked resource 
available to communities, organizations, and 
individuals to help resolve such conflicts is 
the Community Relations Service (CRS), a 
component of the U.S. Department of Justice. 

Origin and Mission 

The 1964 Civil Rights Ad established 
the Community Relations Service and 
charged it with providing assistance to settle 
disputes that involve allegations of discrimi
natory practices throughout the United States. 
The CRS has 10 regional and 4 field offices 
located in major cities nationwide. Concilia
tion specialists in those offices aid civic 
leaders, police administrators, business 
executives, and school administrators in 
addressing race-related problems. They help 
organizations assess racial tension, 
perceptions of disparity, and problems related 
to discriminatory practices based on race, 
color, or national origin. These trained 
conciliation specialists provide an impartial 
presence in mediation and conciliation of 
conflicts. In addition, the CRS staff offers 
educational programs and materials that 
cover a range of related topics, including 
cultural awareness, community-oriented 
policing, and communication skills. 

Requests for Assistance 

The 1964 Civil Rights Act authorizes the 
CRS to offer assistance in two way . First, in the 
reactive mode, CRS personnel respond to requests for 
assistance made by individuals or organizations. 
Second, based on awareness of a potential conflict, 
CRS staff may take the initiative to offer assistance. 
In both cases, the criterion used to determine if CRS 
will provide assistance is simply whether the conflict 
falls under the agency's jurisdiction, i.e., whether it 
involves allegations of discriminatory practices based 
on race, color, or national origin. 

Conflicts addressed by CRS can be internal to a 
particular organization (public or private), municipal 
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department, or school  system or involve allegations 
from outside the department or organization. CRS 

mediation often proves useful  as an alternative to 
litigation or arrests.  All casework is confidential in 
order to protect the integrity of the process and the 
neutrality of the mediators. 

Because of the limited number of staff members 
(an average of only four per region), conflicts that 
impact the most people in a community tend to  take 
precedence over less widespread problems. However, 
the agency does address issues on a smaller scale 
whenever possible. 

Problem Assessment 

CRS has developed a systematic way to evaluate 
racial tension in a community. The Distant Early 
Warning Signs (DEWS) sy  tern provides municipal 

leaders with 21  indicators for measuring tension in a 
community. The indicators include general media 
reports on discrimination or racial tension, major 
population shifts in a community, the number of 
interracial assaults, the extent of racial graffiti, and 
even projected weather conditions.  (For example, a 

long, hot summer or particularly cold winter may 
exacerbate perceptions of a lack of city services.) 

Distant Early Warning Signs 
(DEWS) System 

Indicators Used to Assess the Potential 

for Racial Tension in a Community 

•  Increased disturbance calls in a particular 
district 

•  Number of interracial assaults 

•  Number of assaults on  police 

•  Levels of police use of force 

•  Increased citizen complaints 
of excessive use of force 

•  Decreased levels of community 
involvement with local police department 

•  Pre  ence of or increase in 
hate groups in  the community 

•  Pending "big event" (opening of a 
controversial movie, a music concert, 
an athletic event, etc.) 

•  General media reports 

•  Schoolbased incidents 

•  Increa  ed racial graffiti 

•  Major population shifts 

•  Presence of a "hot" CRS case 

•  Weather conditions 

•  Crowding (housing shortages, lack 
of adequate school resources, etc.) 

•  General input from community leaders 

•  High levels of unemployment 

•  Changes in social  service 

•  Demonstrations 

•  Presence of unresolved conflict 

•  Rationing of gas, food,  water, etc. 
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CRS' 30 years of experience has shown that these 
indicators affect tension levels, which can lead to 
violence if left unchecked. 

Using the DEWS model, community leaders 
decide which indicators are important to  them, based 
on their unique and intimate knowledge of the 
community. Then, given the relative value that they 

place on the various indicators,  the community 
leaders determine whether a conflict is at hand. If so, 

they can focus on resolving the specific issues using a 
variety of local resources. Local leaders make all 
decisions about their own situations; CRS staff 
members do not dictate the 
solutions but do provide guidance 
if requested. The DEWS system 
is available free upon request and 

" 

Racial  tension assessment and reduction, conciliation 
and mediation, cultural awareness, and communica
tion skills. 

Specific training modules include community
oriented policing, conflict resolution, communication, 
use of force, cultural awareness, community involve
ment, crisis assessment/response, self-marshaling, 
contingency planning, and rumor control. In addition 
to on-site instruction provided by CRS staff, the 
agency also provides free guides upon request that 
allow groups to conduct their own training. 

Case Study 

CRS assistance can take 
many forms, depending on the 
specific situation. While all CRS 

for community leaders and law 
enforcement administrators, this 
program promotes community 
involvement, helps to develop 
problem recognition, and sug
gests some useful problem-solving tools. 

A similar program has been developed to help 
school systems address issues affecting the students' 
learning environment. The Student Problem Identifi
cation/Resolution Program (SPIR) facilitates conflict 
resolution among student leaders, faculty, parents, 
and community representatives. It brings all groups 
together to prioritize issues and solutions and to 
create a general plan for addressing issues of racial 
tension and violence. 

Training 

CRS also provides training in several areas 
related to racial conflicts. Training programs can be 
as short as I hour or as long as a week, depending on 
the needs of the requestor. Usually directed to a 
particular audience as the result of a specific conflict, 
CRS training generally addresses certain key areas: 

can be used independently or cases are confidential, what ... the CRS staff 
with the assistance of CRS follows is an example of the type 

offers educational 
experts. of mediation and conciliation 

In addition, CRS has devel programs and services provided to communities 

oped a method to assess commu materials that cover when problems arise. 

nity problems involving police a range of related At a local bar, an armed, off

community relations. Designed duty police officer observed 
topics .... 

several Hispanic patrons arguing 
loudly over that day's soccer 
game and told members of the " 
group to lower their voices. After 
leaving the bar, the police officer 

saw some of the men involved in a fistfight. In 
breaking up the fight, the officer shot and killed one 
man and critically wounded the man's brother. 

The Hispanic community became enraged over 
the incident, which was interpreted as the last straw in 
a long series of police brutality toward the communi
ty. Two nights of rioting ensued. 

CRS quickly deployed staff members to the city. 
They contacted several levels of leadership from the 
Hispanic community-ranging from street leaders to 
leaders of major Hispanic community organizations
and local authorities, including the mayor, city 
council, police administrators, and the prosecuting 
attorney. CRS conciliation specialists facilitated 
meetings among the Hispanic leadership to help them 
articulate the steps necessary to end the riots. Similar 
meetings with municipal authorities produced a 
comparable list. 
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With CRS mediation, an 
agreement was reached that 
stopped the violence. The prose-
cuting attorney agreed to address 
the case expeditiously; the police 

department agreed to conduct 
meetings with the community to 
discuss policecommunity 
relations; and the CRS agreed to 
provide cultural awareness 
training for the police depart-
ment. The community and the 
police department also created a 
policecommunity advisory 
board, which meets monthly to 

discuss and attempt to resolve 
issues before they lead to racial 
tension and violence. 

Conclusion 

The CRS helps communities 
cope with changing patterns of 
racial and ethnic relations. 

Communities experiencing race-
related problems need not face 

them alone. Skilled mediators 
and conciliation specialists are 
available to lend a hand. Educa-
tion on cultural awareness and 
conflict resolution can help 
soothe racial tensions before they 
become communitywide con-
flicts. The calming influence of 
the Community Relations Service 

could mean the difference 
between violent confrontations 
and peaceful solutions ... 

Endnote 

1964 Civil Rights Act. Title X, 42USC, 

Section 2000g. 

Mr. Johnson is a Program Specialist with the 
U. S. Department ofJustice, Community 
Relations Service, in Chevy Chase, 
Maryland. 

u.s. Department of Justice 
Community Relations 

Service Offices 

CRS HEADQUARTERS 

Regional Offices 

Region I: New England 

(CT,ME,MA,  
NH, RI, VT)  

Phone: 6174245715  
Fax: 6174245727  

Region II: Northeast 

(NY, NJ, Puerto Rico,  

Virgin Islands)  
Phone: 2122640700  
Fax: 2122642143  

Region Ill: Mid-Atlantic 

(PA, DE, WV,  
VA,MD,DC)  
Phone: 2155972344  
Fax:  2155979148  

Region IV: Southeast 

(AL, FL, GA, MS, 
NC, SC, TN, KY) 

Phone: 4043316883 
Fax: 4043314471 

Region V: Midwest 

(IL, IN, MI,  
MN,OH, WI)  

Phone: 3123534391  
Fax: 3123534390  

Region VI: Southwest 

(AR, LA, NM, OK, TX) 
Phone: 2146558175 
Fax: 2146558184 

Phone:  3014925808 
Fax:  3014925704 

Region VII: Central 

(lA, KS, MO, NE)  
Phone:  8164262022  
Fax:  8164267512  

Region VIII: Rocky Mountains 

(CO, MT, ND, SD, WY, UT) 

Phone:  3038442973 
Fax:  3038442907 

Region IX: Western 

(CA, AZ, Guam, HI, NV) 
Phone: 4157446565 
Fax: 4157446590 

Region X: Northwest 

(AK, ID, OR, W A)  

Phone:  2062206700  
Fax: 2062206706  

Field Offices 

Miami Field Office 

Phone:  3055364262 
Fax:  3055367363 

Detroit Field Office 

Phone:  3132264010 
Fax:  3132262568 

Houston Field Office I::: 

Phone:  7132292861 
Fax: 7132292862 

Los Angeles Office 

Phone: 2138942941 
Fax: 2138942880 
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I 
t  has  been  said  that  one per
son's trash is another's trea
sure. Nowhere is this adage 

more true than in the law enforce
ment setting. 

Fragments of metal that most 
people would disregard can be, 
quite literally, crime scene treasures 
to investigators. These pieces of 

evidence become forensic gems 
in the hands of skilled examiners 
and constitute a veritable bonanza 
for trained law enforcement of
ficers who understand the value 
of physical evidence. In other 
words, small metallic fragments 
can be the "stuff" that makes 
convictions. 

This article reaffirms the impor
tance of the one investigative tool
a quality metal detector-that can 
locate hidden metallic crime scene 
treasures perhaps better than any 
other. In the hands ofa skilled inves
tigator, the metal detector represents 
an indispensable weapon in law en
forcement' s arsenal. Yet, all too of
ten, metal detection seems to be the 
crime scene's best kept secret. 

CASE STUDY 

A shootout between a police of
ficer and a subject left the officer in 
serious condition with a gunshot 
wound to the abdomen. The officer 
had re ponded to a silent alarm and, 
finding the door of the business ajar, 
entered the building to initiate a 
search. He later reported that as he 
stepped out the back door of the 
building, he heard movement in the 
bushes to his left, but could not see 
anyone because it was a moonless 
evening and visibility was limited. 

As the officer turned in the di
rection of the noise, he announced 
his identity. Instantly, two shots 
were fired in rapid succession from 
the subject's hiding place in the 
bushes; one projectile passed 
through the officer. According to the 
officer's account, he proceeded to 
move away from the building after 
being struck and, after four or five 
steps, fired twice into the bushes. He 
subsequently collapsed in a grassy 
area 30 feet from the door. Backup 
units responding to the scene took 
the subject into custody. 

The subject's story completely 
contradicted that of the officer. The 
subject assured the arresting officers 
that he went to the building in ques
tion to speak with the owner. As he 
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approached  the  building,  he  heard 
someone exit the back door. He then 
took cover in  the bushes at the rear 
of the  building.  Without  warning, 
the  person  exiting  the  building 

turned and fired at least two rounds 
in his general direction. In an effort 
to preserve his own life, the subject 
returned fire and  then observed the 
other person stumble and fall  to the 
ground. 

The officer's bullets struck the 
wooden  frame of one of the  build
ing's windows, so the points of im
pact were readily apparent. Estab
lished trajectories placed the officer 
15 feet from the door when he fired 
his shots, supporting his claim that 
he had fired only after moving four 
or five steps away from the building. 
This reconstruction helped to estab
lish the veracity of the officer's 
statement. Yet, it did not totally dis
prove the subject's story or verify 
the sequence of the shots. 

Only the bullet that had passed 
through the officer could establish 
who shot first. If that bullet was 
found close to the side of the build
ing, it would support the officer's 
statement that he was fired upon as 
soon as he exited the building. On 
the other hand, the further away 
from the building the bullet was 
found, the more credible the sub
ject's story that he had returned fire 
only as the officer moved away from 
the door. 

The police department called a 
metal detection/crime scene spe
cialist to the scene. Following a pre

r liminary survey of the scene, tests 
determined the conductivity of ther 9mm bullet being sought. The metal 
detector consistently gave the same 
reading (signature) each time the 

searchcoil (antenna) passed over the 
test target. Additional tests indicat
ed that the slug in question would 
remain intact and that the copper 
jacket would not separate from the 
lead core after passing through a 
human body. 

Knowing the test bullet's signa
ture, the crime scene specialist initi
ated a systematic and exhaustive 
search in an effort to verify or dis
credit the officer's statement. Me
tallic items unrelated to the shooting 
incident littered the search area. The 
operator ignored all metal signals 
until the detector located and report
ed a target item bearing the same 
characteristics as the test bullet. 

The metal detector identified a 
single target with the same signature 
as the test bullet from among nu
merous other metallic targets in the 
search area. This fact alone was 
quite remarkable, but the metal de
tector provided even more critical 
information. The machine electron
ically pinpointed the target, placing 

the bullet within a circle approxi
mately the size of a U.S. half dollar 
very close to the side ofthe bUilding. 
Next, the detector signaled that the 
target rested just below the ground's 
surface, less than an inch deep. 

With this information, investi
gators carefully probed the area and 
found a mushroomed 9mm copper
jacketed projectile. They measured 
and photographed the bullet in 
place, then carefully recovered and 
maintained it as evidence. Subse
quent forensic examination of the 
bullet located fibers consistent with 
the officer's shirt. 

Knowing the location of the 
bullet that had passed through the 
officer enabled investigators to 
reconstruct the sequence of shots 
based on the subject's hiding 
place, the bullets' trajectories, and 
the officer's pattern of movement. 
The recovery of this vital piece of 
evidence gave proof positive that 
the officer had been fired upon 
almost immediately after leaving 

Fragments of metal that " most people would  
disregard can be ... crime  

scene treasures to  
in vestigators.  

" 
Mr. Graham, a retired FBI Agent, works as a 

private consultant in Springville, Utah. 
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the building. This one small item of 
physical  evidence  established  the 
officer's  credibility  and  debunked 
the  subject's  alibi.  This  case  and 
others like it clearly demonstrate the 
capabilities  of  metal  detectors  in 
crime scene settings. 

THE POWERS OF 
METAL DETECTION 

Technology  has  advanced  to 

the point that a metal detection unit 
can report subtle differences in two 
similar metallic  targets.  For exam
ple, metal detectors can distinguish 
the individual characteristics of a 
.38-caliber, copper-jacketed slug 
from those of a lead bullet of the 
same size. Some detectors can alert 
the operator to whether a hidden 

item is a knife, a handgun, or another 
weapon. 

With very sophisticated detec
tors, operators can determine 
whether a particular concealed tar
get is lead, iron, aluminum, gold, 
copper, or silver, based on the met
aI's conductivity. Detectors also can 
be programmed to search for a sin
gle, predetermined target, regard
less of size, while disregarding all 
other metals. A detector's electro
magnetic field penetrates air, water, 
earth, wood, stone, concrete, bone, 
skin, and tissue. 

ECONOMY OF 
METAL DETECTION 

For many years, investigators 
have integrated innovative tools 

" ... metal detectors can distinguish the individual ' 
characteristics of a .3S-caliber, copper-jacketed 
slug from those of a lead bullet of the same size." 

and techniques into their fact-gath
ering procedures. Law enforcement 
agencies are becoming somewhat 
more aware of metal detection's 
important role in the crime scene 
process; however, many continue to 
regard it as a low-priority investiga
tive tool. 

Law enforcement agencies of
ten lament a lack of funds to pur
chase equipment and to receive 
proper training in its use. Ironically, 
an agency that is unable to pur
chase a $400-$500 metal detector 
will spend thousands of dollars in 
labor and equipment to find one 
small item of physical evidence. 
Yet, the purchase of proper equip
ment, coupled with a small invest
ment in training, can, quite literally, 
save an agency tens of thousands 
of dollars. 

EFFICIENT USE OF TIME 

Most officers whose careers 
span 10 or more years have experi
enced the headache of searching for 
small items of evidence on their 
hands and knees. Clearly, this re
covery method can locate evidence 
and, in fact, has produced results in 
the past. However, this type of 
search consumes a massive amount 
of time and requires a considerable 
investment of labor. In contrast, 
one officer with a metal detector can 
accomplish the same ends in a frac
tion of the time. 

EXPERIENCED PERSONNEL 
Surprisingly, many law en

forcement agencies depend on local 
treasure hunters to process crime 
scenes for hidden metallic evidence. 
Although treasure hunters may un
derstand metal detection equipment, 
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they cannot be expected to possess 
expertise in conducting crime scene 
searches. 

Trusting  the  crime  scene  to 
amateurs could compromise an  en
tire investigation and create signifi
cant problems in the courtroom. It 
is important for law enforcement 
agencies to select crime scene ex
perts who are skilled in metal 
detection. 

TRAINING 

Learning to operate a metal de
tector is similar to learning the intri
cacies of a camera. The ability to 
take a picture does not make a per
son a crime scene photographer. 
Similarly, observing a hobbyist 
finding coins in a park does not 
teach the nuances of thi s specialized 
equipment or train an officer to con
duct metal detection searches for 
evidence. While mastering the use 
of a metal detector is not difficult, 
considerable skill must be devel
oped to obtain optimum results. 

Law enforcement agencies need 
to ensure that officers assigned to 
use metal detection equipment re
ceive training in crime scene appli
cations. This course of study helps 
students to understand the opera
tion of metal detectors, teaches 
them the skills required to process 
crime scenes for metallic evidence 
properly and effectively, and lays a 
proper foundation for the metal de
tection specialist. But, it is only the 
first step in learning to process a 
crime scene successfully with metal 
detection. 

For metal detector operators to 
maintain and improve their profi
ciency, they must use the equipment 
in a self-paced program. Officers 

trained in metal detection should be 
encouraged to use it regularly in an 
off-duty, hobby capacity. 

An important truth about metal 
detection is simply this: If officers 
can find a dime in a park, they can 
locate a bullet in a crime scene. 
Without regular practice, though, 
metal detector operators can lose 
much of their ability to interpret 
signals and can forget desired detec
tion settings. The time for officers to 
brush up on metal detection skills 
should not coincide with the time to 
process a crime scene. 

Technology has " 
advanced to the 

point that a metal 
detection unit can 

report subtle 
differences in two 

similar metallic 
targets. 

" 
LIMITATIONS 

Like any piece of equipment, a 
metal detector does have limita
tions. Law enforcement administra
tors should have realistic expecta
tions of the capabilities of detection 
equipment. 

Operator Skills 

The principal limitation of a 
quality metal detector does not stem 
from manufacturing defects but 
from unskilled operators. The finest 

detection unit cannot overcome op
erator deficiencies. 

For example, skilled crime 
scene specialists recently searched 
the location of the sh<)oting of a 
Federal officer. Evidence was col
lected, but bullets, shell casings, and 
other metallic evidence evaded 
the officers' detection. The crime 
scene supervisor under tood the 
unique capabilities of metal detec
tors and obtained a number of de
tection units for the crime scene 
search. Then, veteran investigators 
scanned the scene using this special
ized equipment. Although proper 
equipment had been introduced into 
the search, only limited success was 
realized. 

Several months later, a metal 
detection/crime scene specialist en
tered the search and, in a fairly short 
time, recovered several critical 
items of evidence. The officers in 
the original search were experi
enced in investigative techniques 
but had no background or training in 
the use of metal detectors. Agency 
administrators learned an important 
lesson-the finest metal detectors 
cannot overcome the barrier ofinex
perienced operators. 

Metals Only 

Metal detectors detect only met
al and cannot be expected to locate 
other items of evidence. They also 
cannot detect one metal through an
other metal. For example, if a killer 
placed a murder weapon inside a tin 
box and buried it in the ground, the 
detector would report only the pres
ence of tin. Additionally, if gold 
coins are buried in a cast iron pot, the 
metal detector would not "see" the 
gold but would alert the operator 
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only  to  the  discovery  of the  pot's 
cast iron  lid. 

Depth 

The most frequently asked met
al detection question is, "How deep 
will it go?" This seemingly simple 
question does not have a simple an
swer. Metal detectors search for 
metal mass and, therefore, will de
tect large metal targets at much 
greater depths than small items. For 
example, a safe can be detected at 3 
feet or more, while a .38-caliber slug 
may be seen by the detector to 
depths of only 7 or 8 inches. To 
obtain optimum results from any 
metal detection search, the operator 
must understand the detector's 
depth limitations. 

Scanning Width 

Metal detectors have limited 
scanning widths . The detector's 
searchcoil must, quite literally, pass 
directly over or in very close prox
imity to the desired target for detec
tion to occur. 

A shell casing hidden a short 
distance outside ofa search area will 
be missed by a metal detector. 
Therefore, to ensure that all critical 
evidence is located, the searchcoil 
must pass over every inch of the area 
being processed. Because the scan
ning width can be no greater than the 
width of the searchcoil, strict atten
tion must be given to a systematic 
and detailed search. 

SELECTING A METAL 
DETECTOR 

To say that law enforcement 
agencies should purchase only qual
ity detection equipment simply 
states the obvious. Use of poor 
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quality equipment rarely produces 
the desired results and could even be 
less effective than other search 
methods. 

Because financial constraints 
regularly dictate the terms for ac
quiring new crime scene tools, de
partments often must settle for in
ferior equipment. Yet, quality metal 
detectors that will give years of 
trouble-free and dependable serv
ice to law enforcement agencies 
can be purchased at a reasonable 
price. Also, purchasing metal de
tection units on a low-bid basis or 
as part of a crime scene kit will 
almost certainly produce less than 
desirable results. 

Numerous metal " 
detection successes 

in the field give 
startling testimony to 
the effectiveness of 

this investigative tool. 

Crime scene "investigators 
should insist on detection units with 
proven track records and the latest 
technology. Some features to con
sider when purchasing detection 
units include simplicity of design 
and operation, automatic ground 
canceling, and ruggedness. 

Simplicity of Design and 
Operation 

Simplicity of design and opera
tion must be one of the principal 

considerations in the selection of 
units for law enforcement, inas
much as police departments gener
ally do not have the luxury ofassign
ing an officer exclusively to metal 
detection projects. Modern detec
tors are simply electromagnetic de
vices that detect the presence of 
conductive metals whenever these 
substances come within the detec
tion zone of the searchcoil. The 
metal detector user should require 
that equipment be as simple as this 
definition. 

Historically, some companies 
designing metal detectors followed 
the "more is better" rationale and 
prided themselves on the number of 
knobs and switches on their equip
ment. Users of these devices virtual
ly require a degree in metal 
detectorology to operate them. Pres
ently, however, quality metal detec
tors available to law enforcement 
feature one-touch operation-users 
simply press a touchpad and com
mence searching. This type of 
equipment appeals to the "keep it 
simple" logic of most crime scene 
investigators. 

Automatic Ground Canceling 

The effectiveness of early metal 
detectors was somewhat limited 
due to their inability to cancel out 
undesirable conductive substances, 
such as wet salt and iron mineraliza
tion. Until recently, this trouble
some interference could be elimi
nated only by manual tuning, 
referred to as ground canceling or 
ground elimination. However, to
day's quality metal detectors auto
matically ignore unwanted mineral
ization and tune themselve to the 
ground being searched. Automatic 



ground canceling relieves the opera

tor of making manual adjustments 

and simplifies the detector by re

moving one additional control. 

Ruggedness 

Metal de tectors are 'ensltlve 

electronic devices and should be 

treated with care. However, the 

very nature of law enforcement in

vestigation often dictates rough 

handling of crime scene tools . Nu

merous officers hand Ie investiga

tive equipment, each with a differ

ent method of maintaining and 

caring for departmental property, A 

metal detector selected for law en

forcement application, therefore, 

should have performance records 

that verify its ability to withstand 

abuse while maintaining quality 

performance. 

Other Features 

The crime scene manager also 

should be aware of a number of 

additional important points that 

have been integrated into industry

lead ing metal detectors. For exam

ple , metal detectors should be 

compact, well-balanced , and light

weight-less than 4 pounds. For 

crime scene applications, the detec

tor must be sensitive to metals that 

are low in conductivity but often

times important as physical evi

dence, such as lead and stainle s 

steel. 
Of course, a history of depend

ability is a must; the crime scene 

pecialist can ill-afford detector fail

ure during a critical search. The 

detection unit also must be ver a

tile and capable of interchanging 

sea rchcoils to meet specialized 

crime scene requirements. Finally, 

detection depth should be consid
ered. Poor quality equipment will 

have difficulty locating items below 

the ground's surface, Although 

manufacturers often claim that their 

units will detect deeper than the 

competition's, most quality metal 

detectors provide excellent detec

tion depth. 

CONCLUSION 

Physical evidence reigns su

preme over other investigative 

tools. Obviously, eyewitness ac

counts, as well as subject and victim 

statements, are important, but they 

can be influenced by external cir

cumstances and even altered by 

outside pressures. Only physical 

evidence bears testimony that does 
not depend on memory and is 

unintimidated and unchanging. For 

this reason, no item of physical evi

dence, no matter how small, should 

be overlooked by the crime scene 

manager during an investigation. 

Often, fragments of physical evi

dence provide the only tangible 

strands that tie the perpetrator to the 

crime. 
Metal detection has proven it 

worth repeatedly in crime scene in

vestigations. Numerous metal de
tection successes in the field give 

startling testimony to the effective

ness of this investigative tool. 

Recovery of a hidden murder 

weapon or location of a bullet con

cealed in a tree will preach a much 
more effective sennon on metal de

tection than published articles on the 

subject. Until crime scene managers 

avai I themselves of this exceptional 

inve tigative tool , however, it will 

remain the crime scene's best kept 
ecret. • 

Unusual  
Weapon  

Slender Shotgun 

This easily concealable 

firearm was surrendered to 

officers of the Duluth , 

Minne ota, Police Depart

ment by the operator of a 

pawn shop who had received 

it from an unidentified male 

subject. The weapon's barrel 

appears to be commercially 
manufactured, and the other 

parts reflect considerable 

craftsmanship. The weapon 

measures just under 12 

inches, fully assembled, and 

is chambered for 16-gauge 

shotgun shells. Due to its 

small size and high-quality 

construction, this weapon 

represent a significant threat 

to citizens and law enforce

ment officer .• 
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Point of View  

Career Development in 
Smaller Departments 
By 

Gary F. Gibbons, M.PA 

I na broad sense, career development involves 
"helping people to choose organizations and 

career paths and to attain career objectives."]  In a 

more narrow sense, a career development program 
helps employees to "analyze their abilities and 
interests in order to better match their personal needs 
for growth and development with the needs of the 
organization."2 By either definition, career develop
ment clearly is founded upon the goal of matching 
individuals' needs and desires with the need of an 
organization to meet its mission. 

For the past 50 years, these concepts have been 
adapted successfully by many corporations and 
organizations in the private sector. By contrast, the 
vast majority of police agencies-particularly those 
of moderate size-traditionally view career develop
ment as nothing more than promoting officers 
through the ranks until they reach retirement age. 
While departments offer employees limited guidance 
in terms of professional development, individual 
officers generally receive little or no guidance in areas 
pertaining to personal growth or their postretirement 
lives. 

Many moderate-sized agencies fail to realize the 
benefits that career development programs can offer 
because administrators often view such efforts as 
somewhat extraneous. However, a combination of 
external and internal factors can change this long-held 
attitude. As the pool of qualified police applicants 
dwindles and the opportunities for advancement 
within agencies decline, administrators may be forced 
to alter their views of career development. A compre
hensive program of career development represents a 
practical and cost-effective means to improve the 
morale and productivity of every officer in the 
department. 

Sergeant Gibbons 

serves in the Staff 

Services Bureau of the 

Kentwood, Michigan, 

Police Department. 

FOUR LEVELS OF DEVELOPMENT 

The ultimate goal of a career development 
program is to ensure that departments hire and retain 
highly motivated employees who understand their 
role in the organization and appreciate the inherent 
limitations placed on advancement within the ranks. 
These goals are universal; they pertain to nearly all 
organizations-large or small, public or private. 
Therefore, law enforcement agencies can adapt many 
of the concepts used successfully in the private sector. 

As practiced in many corporations and private 
organizations, career planning basically consists of 
four stages or levels of development: Establishment, 
advancement, maintenance, and withdrawaP By 
integrating these four levels of career development 
into a human resources program, public safety 
agencies can enhance their overall effectiveness while 
improving the lives of their officers. 

Establishment 

For law enforcement agencies, establishment 
begins with recruiting. Agencies must attract individ
uals who are interested in the goals of the organiza
tion. Therefore, administrators and recruiters clearly 
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must inform potential employees of the agency's 

mission and goals. Agencies that attempt to attract 
recruits on the basis of what they think the candidates 

want, as opposed to what the agencies can actually 

deliver, risk not being able to  satisfy recruits' career 

expectations. 

During the selection process, recruiters common
ly ask candidates about their career aspirations. In 
response, candidates often say that they want to 
progress through the ranks to become head of the 
agency. At the time, these respondents possess little 
or no understanding of the duties involved in the 
various ranks along the way. 
In fact, they probably have not 
considered fully the limited 
probability that they indeed 
will become head of the 
agency. 

Unfortunately, recruiters 
often tacitly encourage 
unrealistic goals, even though 
they know that only a few 
promotions are likely. A far 
more candid and practical 
approach is to offer an accu
rate picture of the real oppor
tunities that exist within an 
agency. Certainly, promotion 
through the ranks represents 
one option. But to attract and 
retain the best candidates, 

" A well-designed 
career development 
program is the most 

effective way for 
agencies to cultivate, 
motivate, and retain 
their most valuable 

resource-their 
employees. 

"  
agencies also need to develop and tout other avenues 
for experiencing career satisfaction. Once individuals 
are selected for employment, agencies must counsel 
them to enhance their potential for success in both 
their initial assignments and in preparation for future 
positions. 

Advancement 

Advancement may take on a different meaning 
for each individual. Employees' attitudes toward 
advancement also may change as they mature within 
an organization. An agency must, therefore, consist
ently work with individual employees to help them 
recognize, define, and redefine their goals during the 
course of their careers within the organization. 

Today's law enforcement agencies typically 
spend a great deal of effort counseling and evaluating 
new employees. Agencies also make a considerable 
effort to ensure that new officers attain a certain level 
of training. Unfortunately, once officers become 
established within the organization, many agencies 
tend to abandon them to chart their own course for the 
future. 

Depending on their personal motivation, some 
employees may do quite well at projecting future 
department needs and preparing themselves to answer 
those needs. Other employees may be too busy doing 

their jobs to give much thought 
to organizational needs. Still 
others simply may be in the 
right place at the right time 
when advancement opportuni
ties arise. 

Clearly, such an uneven 
playing field would hamper 
any contest. Neither employees 
nor organizations are wen 
served by a system of advance
ment based more on appear
ances and luck than on merit 
and ability. If agencies want 
officers to share in organiza
tional goals, then administra
tors must provide effective 
career counseling to ensure 
that all officers know what 

those goals are. In this way, effective career planning 
ultimately helps departments realize more of the 
potential that exists in a broader base of its 
employees. 

Maintenance 

Maintenance recognizes that employees may find 
their niche in an organization and may not desire to 
move from that position. If such employees are 
productive and satisfied, then their decisions should 
be supported by the organization. 

A good example is the experienced beat officers 
who remain in patrol because they enjoy the work and 
do it well. The department can support these officers 
by providing training opportunities that will enhance 
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both their abilities and satisfaction in that position.  By counseling veteran officers to prepare for 
These individuals also can serve as role models for  retirement, agencies also send a message to younger 
other officers who still are attempting to find their  officers that they will be important to the organiza
place within the organization. Periodic counseling tion throughout their careers. Thus, agencies provide 
will help ensure that every officer's success and sense employees with the incentive to be productive and to 
of satisfaction continues. remain with the organization, rather than seeking 

Current fiscal and social factors dictate that law out and fleeing to another profession or another 
enforcement as a profession must examine ways to department. 
improve financial compensation and other types of 

CONCLUSIONrewards for career officers who perform proficiently 
at the line level. As agencies downsize and eliminate After years of nearly uninterrupted growth, the 

layers of management, fewer career advancements are public sector faces a future of fiscal restraint, heralded 

probable. Therefore, agencies must find alternative by the now-familiar refrain "do more with less." 

ways to compensate and Considering the complex and 

recognize the achievements of litigious nature of our society, 

career officers. law enforcement agencies 
cannot expect to meet this 

Withdrawal demand by lowering stand
Traditionally, law enforce "A comprehensive ards or reducing individual 

ment agencies have done a poor program of career performance. On the contrary, 
job of addressing the issues of development every indication is that 
withdrawal or retirement. demands for service and represents a practical 
However, a commitment to quality performance will and cost-effective 
improve human resources increase.means to improve the 
management requires that Therefore, law enforce

morale and productivity 
agencies move forward in this ment administrators must 

of every officer in the 
area. look for ways to manage 

department.Many administrators have better their most important 
seen the devastating effects that (and most costly) resource
disillusioned officers nearing personnel. In an era of " 
retirement can have on the organizational flattening and 
expectations of younger offi- hiring freezes, agencies must 
cers. Officers who are just place more emphasis on the 
putting in their time and doing as little work as development of current employees. A well-designed 
possible, while criticizing the organization at every career development program is the most effective way 
opportunity, do nothing to motivate or to develop for agencies to cultivate, motivate, and retain their 
younger officers. most valuable resource-their employees ... 

Through a comprehensive career planning pro
gram, agencies can take steps to prevent this scenario Endnotes 

from recurring. Veteran officers who have a clear I Thomas G. Cummings and Christopher G. Worley, Organization 

Developmellt and Change, 5th ed. (Minneapolis-St. Paul: West Publishing focus on what they plan to do after retirement, and 
Company, 1993), 170. who see their current employment as contributing to 

2 Jerry W. Gilley and Steven A. Eggland, Principles ofHuman 
the success of those plans, continue to contribute to Resource Developmenl (Redding, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley 

the organization, and by example, assist younger Publishing Company, 1989), 48. 
3 Supra note I, 431. officers develop their skills. 
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The Mystery Within 
Understanding Police Suicide 
By 
JOHN M. VIOLANTI, Ph.D. 

A 
lthough  considerable  ob-

stacles hinder the study of 

police  suicide,  mounting 

evidence suggests that selfinflicted 

deaths  within  the  law  enforcement 

profession are continuing a dramat-

ic  upward  trend  that  began  in  the 

1980s.  According  to  one  study,  in 

the years  1950 to 1979, a sample of 

2,662 officers averaged one suicide 

every 2.5 years. From 1980 to 1990, 
the rate increased to one suicide ev-

ery 1.25 years. These sobering find-

ings  indicate  that  police  suicides 
now  may  be occurring at twice the 

rate they did in  the past. l 

Such statistics make it  increas-

ingly important for law enforcement 

agencies to deal with a problem that 

refuses to disappear, no matter how 

successfully  it  is  ignored.  Only  by 

gaining  a  better  understanding  of 

the factors that lead to police suicide 

can administrators develop an effec-

tive response to  this  tragic cause of 

death among law enforcement offi-

cers.  Resolving  the  underlying 

problems that hinder the research of 

police suicide may be the first step to 

gaining a better understanding of it. 

PROBLEMS OF RESEARCH 

Considerable difficulty exists in 

studying  police  suicide.  Research-

ers  often  find  that  information  on 

officer suicide either is not collected 

or departments are reI uctant to allow 

access to such data.2 

............ .- .. - :~ ...... . 
r .. ' -

. '•• . j 
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In addition, police suicides may 

be misclassified  routinely  as  either 

accidents  or  undetermined  deaths. 

Because police officers  traditional-

ly subscribe to a myth of indestructi-

bility,  they view suicide as particu-

larly  disgraceful  to  the  victim 

officer and to  the profession.3 

The  police  represent  a  highly 

cohesive  subculture  whose  mem-

bers  tend  to  "take  care  of  their 

own."4  The desire  to  shield victim 

officers, their families, and their de-

partments  from  the  stigma  of sui-

cide may lead investigators to over-

look  certain  evidence  intentionally 
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"Police suicide can 
devastate the morale 

of entire agencies 
and leave individual 
officers with intense 
feelings of guilt and 

disillusionment. 

" 
Dr. Violanti is a professor in the Criminal Justice Department of the Rochester 

Institute of Technology in Rochester, New York, and a memberof the Department 

of Social and Preventive Medicine, University ofNew York at Buffalo. 

during  the  classification  process. 
One  study  of  the  Chicago  Police 
Department estimated that as  many 

as  67  percent of police  suicides  in 
that  city  had  been  misclassified  as 
accidental or natural deaths.5 

Failure  to  correct  for  such 
biases  could  lead  to  false  conclu
sions regarding the causes and fre
quency of police suicides. There
fore, accurate research must go 
beyond official rates; the pre
liminary results of an ongoing study 
of police suicides over a 40-year 
period indicate that nearly 30 per
cent of police suicides may have 
been misclassified.6 

Other problems exist in the 
study of police suicide. Because 
most research focuses on large cit
ies, very little is known about sui
cides in small or rural departments. 
Therefore, while epidemiological 
data reliably indicate that police of
ficers are at a higher risk for suicide 
than the general population, such 
results may not be generalized ap
propriately to the entire country. 
However, the research that has 

been conducted produced various 
explanations as to why police offi
cers take their own lives. 

WHY OFFICERS 
COMMIT SUICIDE 

Studies have revealed several 
factors related to police suicide. Sui
cides have been found to be more 
common among older officers and 
are related to alcoholism, physical 
illness, or impending retirement.7 

Other clues have been cited to help 
explain the high rate of self-inflicted 
death among police officers: The 
regular availability of firearms; con
tinuous duty exposure to death and 
injury; social strain resulting from 
shift work; inconsistencies within 
the criminal justice system; and the 
perception among police officers 
that they labor under a negative pub
lic image. In addition, research con
fIrms a higher propensity for suicide 
among males, who dominate the 
police profession.8 

A study of the Detroit Police 
Department found that the vast 
majority of Detroit police officers 

who took their lives were white 
young men, high school educated, 
and married. Alcohol abuse was 
fairly common among the sample 
(42 percent), as was a formal diag
nosis of psychosis (33 percent). 
However, marital difficulties ap
peared to be the most prevalent 
problem among the Detroit sample.9 

Examination of 27 cases of po
lice suicide in Quebec found that 
one-halfof the officers had a history 
of psychiatric and/or medical prob
lems, and many had severe alcohol 
problems. Most officers in the sam
ple experienced difficulties at work, 
and in every case, a notable drop in 
work performance had been ob
served in the 6 months prior to the 
suicide. 10 

Stress 

The high stress of police work 
generally is cited as a primary con
tributing factor. The constant bar
rage of stressors inherent with dan
ger, and for police managers, the 
pressures of administration, can 
overwhelm even the strongest per
son. When officers lose the ability to 
cope in normal ways, they may tum 
to an ultimate solution to relieve the 
pressures of stress. I I 

Frustration and Helplessness 

Among the occupational factors 
surrounding police suicide, frustra
tion often is cited as particularly 
important. Almost unfailingly, of
ficers enter policing with high 
ideals and a noble desire to help 
others. Over time, this sense of ide
alism may transform into hardcore 
cynicism. 

The roots of frustration ema
nate from the central irony of 
American policing: Society charges 
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police officers with  the task of reg
ulating a public that does not want to 
be regulated. For individual offi
cers, the resulting frustration is ex
acerbated by a largely unsympathet
ic press, a lack of community 
support, and a criminal justice sys
tem that values equity over expedi
ency. A sense of societal isolation 
often ensues, compelling officers to 
group together in a defensive stance. 
When an officer feels that the frus
tration no longer is tolerable or that 
no coping alternative is available, 
suicide may become an attractive 
option. 12 

It also is possible that feelings of 
helplessness are brought about by 
the nature of the job. 13 A sense of 
helplessness is a disturbing realiza
tion for anyone, but especially for 
police officers who are conditioned 
to view themselves as superheroes 
capable of anything. Suicide is one 
way of dealing with helplessness 
and emotional pain. The finality of 
the ultimate solution may be an 
attempt to restore feelings of 
strength, courage, and rna tery over 
the environment. 14 

Access to Firearms 

Another factor that distinguish
es police officers from the general 
population also has been implicated 
in the high number of police sui
cides. That is, most law enforce
ment officer carry or have access 
to firearms. An ongoing study of 
police suicides in the United States 
reveals that 95 percent involved 
the use of the officer's service 
weapon. 15 

Another study compared sui
cides in New York City and London. 
While the police suicide rate in 
New York City was twice that of 

the general population, the police 
suicide rate in London, where offi
cers do not carry firearms, was sim
ilar to that of the city's civilian 
population. 16 

The police firearm holds special 
significance for officers. It is a very 
potent symbol of the power of life 
and death. Society entrusts law en
forcement officers with the authori
ty to use their weapons to take the 
life of another person in certain situ
ations. In police suicides, officers, 
in effect, are claiming the right to 
take their own lives. After all, the 
weapon has been issued as a means 
to stop misery and to protect others 
from harm. Despondent officers 
may view suicide in such a way. 

... police suicides " 
maybe 

misclassified 
routinely as either 

accidents or 
undetermined 

deaths. 

Alcohol Abuse " 
Alcohol abuse also has been 

implicated as a significant contrib
uting factor in police suicides. One 
study documented alcohol abuse in 
60 percent of the suicides in the 
Chicago Police Department. 17 Ad
ministrators should be aware that 
alcoholism may lead to other work 
problems, such as high absentee
ism, traffic accidents, or intoxica
tion on duty. Given the established 
correlation between alcoholism and 

suicide, these symptoms should not 
be ignored. They should be consid
ered indications of a larger problem. 

Fear of Separation 
From the Police Subculture 

As officers near the end of their 
law enforcement careers, another 
potential threat appears- epara
tion. To individual officers, retire
ment may mean separation from the 
camaraderie and protection of po
lice peers. During their years of 
service, officers may have clustered 
with other officers due to a general 
i olation from society and it preju
dices toward the police. Upon retire
ment, these officers must enter the 
very society that they perceive as 
alien and hostile. 

While the benefits of retirement 
may be viewed positively by the 
majority ofofficers, separation from 
the police subculture can be a fright
ful and devastating prospect for oth
ers. Fear, coupled with increasing 
age (a definite suicide risk factor), 
10 of friends, loss of status as a 
police officer, and a loss of self
definition, leaves some retiring of
ficers vulnerable to suicide. A re
cent study found a lO-fold risk of 
suicide among police retirees. IS 

OTHER FACTORS 

Other factors have been sug
gested in an attempt to explain why 
officers take their own lives. One 
theory holds that officers commit 
suicide because of their continuous 
exposure to human misery and their 
constant giving of themselves. 19 

Another study cites police bureau
cracy, with its paramilitary struc
ture, overbearing regulations, and 
negativism, as a primary catalyst in 
police suicides.20 
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It also has  been  suggested  that 
"loner"  officers  who  feel  isolated 
from and uninvolved with the police 
subculture are more likely  to  com
mit suicide.21 Another theory views 
police suicides as a response to con
fusing messages from society: Po
lice are given great discretionary 
powers, but that power is routinely 
truncated by the courts, the press, 
and from time to time, administra
tors. Under these conditions, many 
officers experience a significant 
sense of conflict and confusion.22 

Policing involves a continual 
barrage of boredom interspersed 
with acts of violence, deceit, and 
human misery. Many officers are 
exposed to a ubculture of violence 
in which they encounter death al
most daily. The average citizen gen
erally does not witness in a lifetime 
the amount of death and violence a 
police officer experiences in one 
month. As a result of this exposure, 
Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome 
may lead to a breakdown of normal 
coping processes. Because the ef
fect of stress are believed to be 
cumulative, officers exposed to 
many stressors may reach a break
ing point leading to suicide. A study 
of the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police found that 15 percent of the 
Mounties who committed suicide 
recently had been exposed to a trau
matic work incident.23 

Current research does not ex
plain definitively what effects such 
exposure has on the psyche ofpolice 
officers. It is possible that exposure 
to death and human suffering pro
duces a numbing effect; that is, 
death becomes easier to accept as a 
possible solution to seemingly im
possible problems. 

Psychological trauma is associ
ated closely with this exposure to 
death and violence. Many officers 
involved in police shootings suffer 
serious aftereffects as a result of 
these critical incidents. Similar to 
veterans of war, officers involved in 
such incidents experience posttrau
matic symptoms, such as night
mares, flashbacks, and a fear of re
turning to duty. Suicide can be the 
ultimate response to this sometimes 
unendurable pain. 

ASKING FOR HELP 

Traditionally, no matter what 
their problems, police officers re
frain from asking for help. There are 
various reasons for this reluctance. 
Officers do not wish to appear weak 
or vulnerable in front of their peers. 
Individuals who perceive them
selves as problem solvers often have 
great difficulty admitting that they 
have problems of their own. As a 
result, some officers who feel that 
they can no longer tolerate psycho
logical pain choose to solve the 
problem themselves through suicide 
rather than by asking others for help. 

Fortunately, officers' reluc
tance to seek out help is being 

abated by successful counseling 
programs established in many de
partments. For individual officers, 
these programs have helped remove 
the stigma of admitting that they 
have problems. Currently the do
main of large and progressive de
partment , intervention programs 
should be implemented in every 
U.S. law enforcement agency. Be
cause all police officers face similar 
challenges and pressures-regard
less of the size of the agency in 
which they serve-every officer 
should have access to comparable 
counseling resources. 

EFFECTS ON SURVIVORS 

Families 

As is true with any suicide, it is 
the survivors who must cope with 
the aftermath of a police suicide. In 
addition to the emotional anguish 
and feelings of guilt that generally 
haunt family members following a 
suicide, other difficulties often face 
police suicide survivors. Because 
suicide is perceived as "dishonor
able," familie may not be afforded 
the full honors of a police military
style funeral. To make matters 
worse, police departments often 
abandon surviving family members 
after 1 or 2 weeks of condolences. 

Law enforcement agencies 
must go beyond departmental 
boundaries to assist the families of 
all deceased officers, including 
those who take their own lives. By 
simply maintaining contact and of
fering assistance with practical mat
ters, such as finances and pension 
rights, agencies can help family 
members move through the grieving 
process. 
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Departments 

In  addition  to  the  immediate 
family,  another  group  experiences 

the wrath of suicide: Police peers. A 

grief wave often strikes departments 

after an  officer commits suicide. In 

some cases, supervisors note a last
ing negative effect on the morale 
and work quality of surviving offi
cers. For this reason, agencies 
should arrange for psychological 
debriefings after the self-inflicted 
death of any officer. 

PREVENTING POLICE 
SUICIDE 

The destructi ve effects on survi
vors underscore the need to prevent 
suicide among police personnel. 
Not only can an effective interven
tion effort save officers' lives, but it 
also can safeguard agencies from 
the devastating effects of suicide. 

Agencies must move beyond 
the morbidity of the subject to de
velop effective suicide countermea
sures. Perhaps the best way to pre
vent police suicide is to train officers 
to cope better with professional and 
personal problems. This provides 
them with the means to recognize 
and avoid the psychological and be
havioral wrong turns that eventually 
can lead to suicide. In addition, 
training supervisors to recognize the 
warning signs of suicide can afford 
agencies an opportunity to intervene 
before it is too late. 

CONCLUSION 

Suicide leaves survi vors shaken 
and in search of answers that may 
never be found. Police suicide can 
devastate the morale of entire agen
cies and leave individual officers 
with intense feelings of guilt, re
morse, and disillusionment. 

By it very nature, suicide is an 
act of desperation, carried out when 
less drastic avenues of relief seem 
unavailable or inadequate. Police 
agencies should ensure that these 
other avenues are available. 

Because most studies suggests 
that law enforcement officers are at 
a heightened risk for taking their 
own lives, police agencies also 
should be at the forefront of devel
oping and implementing suicide in
tervention programs. As is true with 
addressing any problem, the first 
and most important step is to recog
nize that the problem exists. With 
regard to police suicide, thi fact can 
no longer be ignored . .. 

" Among the  
occupational  

factors surrounding  
police suicide,  

frustration often is  
cited as particularly  

important.  
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Corrections Videos 

Cultural differences in correctional facilities is 
the topic of a new video released by the American 
Correctional Association (ACA).  The video, 

Cultural Diversity in Correctional Facilities 

(#26625), addresses the importance of developing 
a culturally diverse staff, the best ways to manage 
a culturally diverse inmate population, and the 
management of a culturally diverse staff working 
as a team.  It also includes historical perspectives 
on cultural diversity, multiculturalism in correc
tional facilities, and discussions of cultural sensi
tivity policies and training exercises. 

Another ACA video, Gang Management 
Strategies in Corrections (#265-25), can assist a 
correctional staff in detecting, identifying, and 
reducing the threat of gang activity and violence in 

it facility. The video addresses how correctional 
personnel identify gangs and gang members and 
examines effective methods of managing gangs 
and their members. Other measures discussed 
include isolating violent gang members and 
monitoring suspected gang activities. A discussion 
of inmates' right to participate in gangs and wear 
gang-related clothing also is included in the video, 
along with guidelines to correctional officers for 
preventative steps that can and cannot be taken to 
address gang-related problems. 

Both videos can be purchased from the ACA's 
Customer Service Department by calling 1-800
825-2665. For those calling from outside the 
continental United States, the number is 301-206
5059. 

,! 

Juvenile Justice Videos 

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP) has available four videos on 
various topics of interest to police personnel, 
corrections officials, judges, educators, and other 
law enforcement professionals. The following 
videos can be used for presentations or training 
sessions: 

Parental Abductors: Four Interviews features 
interviews with four parental abductors who 
discus motives for abducting their children, 
their experiences while in hiding, and the 
consequences for their actions (43 minutes, 
NCJ 147866) 

Breaking the Code provides detailed guidelines 
on implementing the systematic instruction of 
phonics in reading programs conducted by 
education and reading instruction personnel 
(83 minutes, NCJ 146604) 

Retarding America--the Imprisonment of 

Potential summarizes research findings that 
demonstrate advantages of the systematic 
instruction of phonics in beginning reading 
programs for use in juvenile corrections and 
detention sites (28 minutes, NCJ 146605) 

Law Enforcement Custody ofJuveniles depicts 
common scenarios that require decisions about 
when and how to hold temporarily both 
delinquent and nondelinquent offenders 
(31 minutes, NCJ 137387). 

There is a nominal fee for each of these 
videotapes, which can be ordered by contacting the 
Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse at 1-800-638-8736. 
Requests also can be sent to the Juvenile Justice 
Clearinghouse, Box 6000, Rockville, Maryland 
20850. 
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1995 Patrol Vehicles 

The Michigan State Police (MSP). in 
conjunction with the National Institute of 
Justice, tests new patrol vehicles annually. 
For the  1995 patrol models, the MSP tested 
four special service package cars and five 
patrol package cars. Each vehicle is subjected 
to major tests and evaluations, to  include 
vehicle dynamics, acceleration, topspeed, 
braking, ergonomics and communications. 
and fuel economy. 

MSP scores each vehicle's overall 
performance, reviews the manufacturer's bid 

price, and calculates a final  scme for each 
vehicle using a formula that combines the 
overall performance score and the manufac
turer's price. It should be noted, however, 
that the MSP vehicle specifications, test 
categories, and scoring reflect MSP needs. 
Departments need to consider individual 
needs and weigh the factors accordingly. 

A copy of the full report on the Michigan 
State Police tests can be obtained from the 
National Law Enforcement Technology 
Center, Box 1160, Rockville, Maryland, 
20849. The telephone number are 1-800
248-2742 or 1-301-251-5060 for those 
calling from the Washington, D.C., metro
politan area. 

Drug Treatment 

A Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) 
monograph, An Overview ofDrug Treatment 

and the Criminal Justice System, provides 
information to as ist criminal ju tice practi
tioners, policymakers, and others coping with 
drug-related crime and drug-abusing offend
ers. Specific topics discussed include the 
connection between drugs and crime; Feder
al, State, and local strategies for dealing with 
the drug-abusing offender; types of drug 
treatment and treatment modalities; program 
and process evaluations for drug treatment 
programs; and benefits of drug treatment. 

The publication can be a valuable re
source for criminal justice professionals. It 
contains descriptions and contact information 
for 68 drug treatment programs that work 
with the criminal justice system; more than 
2,000 titles in a comprehensive bibliography; 
contact information for 57 relevant organiza
tions, associations, and clearinghouses; and 
descriptions and contact information in 
chart form for 32 asses ment and screening 
tools. 

A copy of An Overview for Drug Treat

ment and the Criminal Justice System (NCJ 
148814) can be ordered by calling the BJA 
Clearinghouse at 1-800-688-4252. 

Bulletin Reports, a collection of criminal justice studies, reports, and project findings, is compiled by 

Kathy Sulewski. Send your material for consideration to: FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, Room 209, Madison 

Building, FBI Academy, Quantico, VA 22135. 

(NOTE: The material in this section is intended to be strictly an information source and should not be 

considered as an endorsement by the FBI for any product or service.) 
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Law Enforcement 
on the Internet 

C  omputer technology has impacted law 
enforcement significantly in the past 

decade. Today' s police officers have at their 
disposal a wide range of computer systems 
that help them to perform their duties more 
efficiently. From computeraided dispatch 
systems to mobile computers that connect 
patrol officers with databases miles away, the 
computer has altered the way police officers 
conduct business. 

Computer systems also facilitate the 
exchange of information among members of 
the criminal justice system. Using the 
Internetthe global computer network that 
connects several million computers at thou
sands of sites in dozens of countries I-police 
administrators now can tap into a vast pool of 

information on successful police programs 
and research materials on criminal justice 
issues. 

To take advantage of the many resources 
available on the Internet, the FBI Law 

Enforcement Bulletin has driven onto the 
information superhighway. We invite you to 
ride along by communicating with us via 
e-mail. Our Internet address is: 

fbileb@justice.usdoj.gov 

We would like to learn how computer 
technology has affected your department. 
What resources have you found on the 
Internet that would be helpful to other 
criminal justice professionals? Have you had 
any telling experiences involving computer 
crime, computer-based training, or the 
Internet? 

We also are interested in your comments 
about the magazine. What subjects would you 
like to see covered in Law Enforcement? Did 
one of our articles have a particular impact 
on you or your department? How can we 
improve the magazine to meet the needs of 
your department better? 

We welcome your comments, questions, 
and suggestions. Please include your name, 
title, and agency name on all e-mail 
messages. 

Remember, our e-mail address is: 

fbileb@justice.usdoj.gov 

Endnote 

Daniel P. Oem, The Internet GuideJor New Users (New 

York: McGraw Hill , 1994), 16. 
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"The calculus of 

reasonableness must 
embody allowance for the 

fact that police officers are 

often forced to make split
second judgments-in 

circumstances that are tense, 

uncertain, and rapidly 

evolving-about the amount 

of force that is necessary in a 

particular situation." 

-Graham v.  Connor, 

490 U.S. 386, 396·397 (1989) 

F 
ederal constitutional stand
ards permit law enforce
ment officers to use deadly 

force to apprehend criminal sus
pects when there is "probable cause 
to believe that the suspect poses a 
threat of serious physical harm ... to 
the officer or to others ... " and if 
deadly force "is necessary" to effect 
the apprehension. J This formulation 
of the constitutional rule by the 
Supreme Court suggests two fac
tors-dangerousness and necessi
ty-as relevant to the question 
whether deadly force is constitu
tionally permissible. 

With respect to "dangerous
ness," the Court has suggested that 

" .. .if the suspect threatens the offi
cer with a weapon or there is proba
ble cause to believe that he has 
committed a crime involving the 
infliction or threatened infliction of 
serious physical harm ... ,"2 the of
ficer reasonably could conclude 
that the suspect is dangerous. How
ever, the absence of comparable 
guidance on the issue of "necessity" 
has invited serious legal challenges 
on this issue alone. These challeng
es generally may be described as 
follows: 

1) Deadly force was not 
necessary because less 
intrusive alternatives were 
available, or 
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2) If deadly force was neces
sary, the officer's prior actions 
created the necessity. 

Both arguments concede the 
reasonableness ofan officer' s threat 
assessment, and both seek to deflect 
the attention-and the responsibili
ty-from the suspect's actions to 
the officer's judgment. The first 
would impose a duty on an officer 
confronted with a lethal threat to 
consider other options before using 
deadly force; the second would im
pose a duty on an officer to antici
pate and prevent actions ofa suspect 
that might make the use of deadly 
force necessary. 

Whether the Constitution im
poses these duties on police officers 
is a question that must be answered 
if officers and the courts are to un
derstand and to apply properly the 
constitutional standards governing 
the use of deadly force. The logical 
starting point is the Supreme 
Court's interpretation of the fourth 
amendment. 

In its 1989 landmark decision 
of Graham v. Connor,3 the Su
preme Court established the fourth 
amendment standard of "objec
tive reasonableness" as the ap
propriate one for assessing a police 
officer' s use of force in the con
text of making an arrest or other 
seizure of a person. Noting that 
the standard is "not capable of 
precise definition or mechanical 
application," the Court emphasized 
that the issue is one of"reasonable
ness at the moment.. .."4 (emphasis 
added) 

Equally important, the Court 
held that the inquiry must be limited 
to "the facts and circumstances con
fronting them [the officers] ...judged 
from the perspective ofa reasonable 
officer on the scene, rather than with 
the 20/20 vision of hindsight.. .. " 5 It 
is within this context and from this 
perspective that the reasonableness 
of an officer's judgment of the "ne
cessity" to use deadly force must 
be viewed. 

Special Agent Hall is a legal 

instructor at the FBI Academy. 

" ... the fourth 
amendment does not 

require police 
officers 'to choose 
the least intrusive 
alternative, only a 
reasonable one. ' 

" 

Less Intrusive Alternatives 

The facts in Bradford v. City of 
Los Angeles6 illustrate a plaintiff s 
contention that an officer was not 
justified in using deadly force be
cause less intrusive alternatives 
were available. In Bradford, an of
ficer used a police car to strike a 
kidnaping suspect who was fleeing 
from the ransom drop site. The of
ficer had learned from a radio report 
that the suspect had arrived by car at 
the ransom drop site, had picked up 
a ransom package, had tossed the 
package into a waiting car when 
approached by a police officer, and 
then had fled on foot when com
manded by other officers to stop. 
The suspect suffered serious inju
ries in the incident, for which he 
sued the officer and his department 
under Title 42 V.S.c. Section 1983. 
A jury returned a verdict for the 
plaintiff. 

On appeal, the defendant did 
not dispute the point that using a 
car to strike a suspect constitutes 
the use of deadly force. Further
more, the appellate court agreed 
that the officer had probable cause 
to believe that the plaintiff was 
committing a crime involving the 
threatened infliction of serious 
physical harm, i.e., the constitution
al standard announced by the Su
preme Court in Tennessee v. Garner 
as justifying a reasonable belief 
that a suspect is dangerous. Howev
er, in defining the question before 
the jury as "whether the amount of 
force used by [the officer] was 
necessary to prevent [plaintiff' s] 
escape," the court ruled that "the 
jury could conclude that [the offi
cer's] use of a car as a weapon 
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was  unnecessary  because  [he]  had 

more reasonable alternatives."7 

The  court  reasoned  that  the 

presence ofother officers at the drop 

site and the available option of driv

ing past the plaintiff to block his 
path would support the jury's deter
mination that the officer's "unortho
dox actions" ofstriking him with the 
car were unreasonable. The court 
rejected the defense argument that 
the "availability of alternative mea
sures 'is irrelevant' " and held that 

when the plaintiff presents "sub
stantial evidence that less intrusive 
means were available, it is up to the 
jury to determine if those means 
were reasonable."g 

While the plaintiff s claims in 
Bradford are typical of assertions 
made in other cases that deadly 
force was not necessary because 
less intrusive alternatives were 
available, the appellate court's deci
sion is not typical of those reached 
by most other Federal courts con
fronting the same issue. In addition, 
Bradford seems inconsistent with 
the Supreme Court's views of the 
manner in which the reasonableness 

standard of the fourth amendment is 
to be applied. 

In a 1973 case9 involving the 
decision of police officers to inven
tory the contents of an arrestee's 
shoulder bag, the Supreme Court 
addressed a defense argument that 
the police could have accomplished 
their purposes by the less intrusive 
means of simply inventorying the 
shoulder bag as a unit and that the 
availability of this less intrusive al

ternative made their more intrusive 
action unreasonable. Conceding the 
availability of the less intrusive op

tion, the Court nevertheless held 

that the fourth amendment does not 
require officers to choose "the least 
intrusive alternative, only a reason
able one."IO Although the Court in 

that case was considering the rea
sonableness of a fourth amendment 

search, a number of Federal courts 
have adopted the same view with 
respect to seizures. 

In Plakas v. Drinski, \I a police 

officer shot and killed a handcuffed 
subject who attacked the officer 

with a fireplace poker. In a lawsuit 
against the police officer and the 
county, the plaintiff did not dispute 
that at the moment the officer fued 
the fatal shot, the suspect was at
tacking the officer with the poker. 
Nor was it disputed that shortly be
fore attacking the officer, the sub
ject pointed the poker at the officer 
and said, "Either you're going to die 
here, or I'm going to die here." 

'...there is no " constitutional 
duty to use 
non-deadly 

alternatives first. ' 

The primary argument was that " 
the officer could have and should 
have used alternative methods short 
of deadly force to resolve the situa
tion. It was suggested, for example, 
that one of the officers on the scene 

had a canister of CS gas on his belt 
and that there was a K-9 unit in the 
vicinity that could have been called 

to the scene to subdue the subject. 

The U.S. district court granted 
summary judgment for the police. 
The appellate court affumed with 
the following explanation: 

"There is no precedent in this 
Circuit (or any other) which 

says that the Constitution 
requires law enforcement 
officers to use all feasible 
alternatives to avoid a situa
tion where deadly force can 
justifiably be used. There are, 
however, cases which support 

the assertion that where deadly 
force is otherwise justified 
under the Constitution, there is 

no constitutional duty to use 
non-deadly alternatives first."'2 

The court observed that there 
were essentially three alternatives 
open to the officers: 1) Maintain 
distance from the suspect and try to 
keep some barrier between him and 
them; 2) use some kind of disabling 
spray; or 3) use a dog to disarm the 
suspect. The court also considered 
that a decision by an officer under 

these circumstances must be made 
after the briefest reflection: 

"As [the suspect] moved 
toward [the officer], was he 

supposed to think of an attack 
dog, oL.CS gas, of how fast 

he could run backwards? Our 
answer is, and has been, no, 
because there is too little time 
for the officer to do so and too 
much opportunity to second
guess that officer."'3 

A related issue in Plakas was 
the plaintiff s contention that the 
officer's employer-notwithstand

ing the reasonableness of the offi
cer's decision-should be held lia
ble for not making more choices 
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available. The court rejected as un
wise a policy that would permit ju
ries to hold municipalities liable for 
failing to provide different equip
ment or more police officers based 
on some expert's testimony that an 
arrestee would have been uninjured 
had they done so. The court con
cluded: "There can be reasonable 
debates about whether the Constitu
tion also enacts a code of criminal 
procedure, but we 
think it is clear that the 
Constitution does not 
enact a police admin
istrator' s equipment 
list." '4 

The plaintiffs in 
cases like Bradford 

and Plakas focus on 
availability of other 
options at the moment 
an officer made the 
decision to use deadly 
force. A second line of 
attack seeks to shift 
the focus away from 
the encounter itself to 
the events that preced
edit. 

Officer Caused or Contributed 
to the Necessity 

The essence of this argument is 
that if officers had performed their 
du ties differently, the suspects 
would have been denied the oppor
tunity, or ability, to commit the 
threatening acts that justified the 
use of deadly force. There are at 
least three problems with this line of 
argument. First, it is inconsistent 
with the Supreme Court's insistence 
in Graham v. Connor that the rele
vant facts and circumstances are 
those "confronting them [the 

officers] ... at the moment...." 15 (em
phasis added) Second, it extends the 
application of the fourth amend
ment to actions and events that pre
cede either a search or a seizure. 
And, third, it significantly expands 
the breadth of legal duties owed by 
the police to suspects, effectively 
making the police responsible for a 
suspect's actions as well as for their 
own. 

decision of a police officer to 
do something, to help, to 
arrest, to inquire. If the officer 
had decided to do nothing, 
then no force would have been 
u ed. In this sense, the police 
officer alway causes the 
trouble. But it is trouble which 
the police officer is sworn to 
cause, which society pays him 
to cause and which, if kept 

within constitutional 
limits, society 
praises the officer for 
causing." '? 

Scott v. Henrich ls 

clearly illustrates the 
second line of attack 
on the necessity of an 
officer' s use ofdeadl y 
force. In this case, two 
police officers went to 
an apartment in re
sponse to a " shots 
fired" call. A witness 
told them that "he 
had seen a man fire 
a shot or a couple of 
shots ... and that [the 
man] was acting 
strange or crazy and 

he wa staggering .... " A second 
witness directed the officers to a 
nearby apartment building where 
the gunman was seen entering. 

When the officers knocked on 
the street-level door of the apart
ment building and identifed them
selves, a man confronted them with 
a "long gun." One of the officers 
then fired a shot, missing the sub
ject; the second officer, believing 
the subject had fired, shot and killed 
the subject. 

In a lawsuit against the officers, 
plaintiff claimed that the officers 

The court in Plakas declined 
plaintiffs invitation to review the 
actions of the officers preceding the 
deadly confrontation to determine if 
the officers ' decisions were correct. 
The court responded that such re
views would "nearly always reveal 
that something different could have 
been done if the officer knew the 
future before it occurred." '6 In re
jecting these efforts to shift respon
sibility for the suspect's actions 
onto the police, the court aid: 

"Other than random attacks, 
all such cases begin with the 
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should  have  used  alternative  mea
s ures before approaching and 
knocking on the door. Through the 
testimony of an expert witness, 
plaintiff asserted that the officers' 
conduct created an unreasonable 
risk of armed confrontation. Citing 
the department' s internal guide
lines, the expert opined that the of
ficers should not have tried to flush 
out the suspect immediately, but in
stead, should have developed a tac
tical plan, sealed possible escape 
paths, called for back up, and tried to 
coax him into surrendering. 

The appellate court was not im
pressed. Observing that "the appro
priate inquiry is whether the officers 
acted reasonably, not whether they 
had less intrusive alternatives avail
able to them,"19 the court stated: 

"Requiring officers to find and 
choose the least intrusive 
alternative would require them 
to exercise superhuman 
judgment. In the heat of battle 
with lives potentially in the 
balance, an officer would not 
be able to rely on training and 
common sense to decide what 
would best accomplish his 
mission. Instead, he would 
need to ascertain the least 
intrusive alternative (an 
inherently subjective determi
nation) and choose that option 
and that option only. Imposing 
such a requirement would 
inevitably induce tentativeness 
by officers, and thus deter 
police from protecting the 
public and themselves. It 
would also entangle the 
courts in endless second
guessing of police decisions 
made under stress and subject 

to the exigencies of the 
moment. " 20 

Other courts likewise have re
fused to accept the argument that 
police officers caused a confronta
tion by not displaying a badge, by 
failing to wait for backup, or by 
allegedly violating some other "po
lice procedure."21 Perhaps the most 
bizarre illustration of the argument 
is found in Carter v. Buscher,22 

where police officers devised a plan 
to arrest a man who had contracted 
to have his wife killed. The arrest 
plan went awry, and the suspect 
opened fire on the police, killing 

'...it is the arrest " itself and not the 
scheme that 

must be 
scrutinized for 

reasonableness 
under the Fourth 

Amendment. ' 

one officer and wounding another " 
before being killed himself. The 
deceased suspect's wife (the in
tended victim of the murder plot) 
then filed a lawsuit against the po
lice, alleging that "by reason of 
their ill conceived plan ... the [offi
cers]. .. provoked a situation where
by unreasonable deadly force was 
used in the attempt to seize [the 
suspect] .... " 23 Observing that 
"pre-seizure conduct is not subject 
to Fourth Amendment scrutiny," 

and that no seizure occurred until 
the suspect was shot, the court 
held: "Even if [the officers] con
cocted a dubious scheme to bring 
about [the suspect's) arrest, it is 
the arrest itself and not the scheme 
that must be scrutinized for rea
sonableness under the Fourth 
Amendment. "24 

Conclusion 

The U.S. Supreme Court has 
held that reasonableness under the 
fourth amendment does not re
quire police officers to choose the 
least intrusive alternative, only a 
reasonable one. Following that 
principle, most courts have re
jected arguments that the use of 
deadly force was not necessary be
cause officers had less intrusive 
options available or it was made 
necessary by the actions of the offi
cers themselves. 

These decisions limiting poten
tial liability claims should encour
age law enforcement policymakers 
to continue to develop appropriate 
policies and procedures to guide of
ficers in the use of deadly force 
without undue concern that those 
initiatives will become weapons in 
the hands of litigants. The training 
and equipping of a police depart
ment should De governed by the 
positive goals ofproviding effective 
and efficient law enforcement serv
ices to the community. This in
cludes giving proper weight to the 
safety of the community and its po
lice officers. Training programs and 
procedural guidelines designed to 
effect these general purposes are not 
intended to create new and broader 
legal duties that police officers owe 
to their potential assailants ... 
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Law enforcement officers of other than 
Federal jurisdiction who are interested in this 
article should consult their legal advisor. 
Some police procedures ruled permissible 
under Federal constitutional law are of 
questionable legality under State law or are 
not permitted at al/. 
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The Bulletin Notes  

Law enforcement officers are challenged daily in the performance of their duties; they face 
each challenge freely and unselfishly while answering the call to duty. In certain instances, their 
actions warrant special attention from their respective departments. Law Enforcement also wants 
to recognize their exemplary service to the law enforcement profession . 

Lieutenant Aardema 

Lt. Tom Aardema of the Asheville, North 

Carolina, Police Department was leaving his 

residence on his way to work when he 

noticed smoke rising from  the eaves of a 

neighbor's home. He immediately called the 

fire department and rushed to the residence. 

Through a window, he observed a man 

attempt to get up from a chair, only to  fall  to 

the floor. Lieutenant Aardema then forced 

open the front door and carried the man  to 

safety. Knowing that a second resident lived 

in  the home, he reentered the house and 

located the second occupant lying on the floor 

in one of the smokefilled bedrooms. After 

carrying this victim to safety, Lieutenant 

Aardema made a final entry into the home 

and located the source of the smokeseveral 

items burning on the stove. He then wrapped 

his hands with towels,  threw the items into 

the sink, and doused  them with water,  thus 

preventing further damage to  the home. 

Sergeant Langham Deputy Jenkins 

While on routine patrol, Sgt. Stephen 

Langham and Deputy Jack Jenkins of the 

Gordon County, Georgia, Sheriff's Office 

noticed suspicious activity in  the parking lot 

of a local package store. Turning their patrol 

car around to investigate, they observed one 

man run  into the store as another man fled 

from  the parking lot. Suspecting a robbery 

in progress, the deputies drew their weapons 

and approached the storefront. Two gunmen 

bur  t outside, one holding a handgun to the 

store clerk's head. After a tense standoff, 

Sergeant Langham disarmed one of the 

gunmen, freeing the hostage. The other 

subject struggled briefly with Deputy 
Jenkins and then fled on foot. He was 

apprehended a short time later. Subsequent 

investigation revealed that one of the 

assailants was being sought for a murder in 

the metropolitan Atlanta area. 




