Appendix A

Observations of the State Advisory Commiittee Hearing on Police-Community Relations

Sonoma County, February 20, 1998

Commissioner Yvonne Lee

Even before the day of the hearing, it was
evident that there was a strong divide between
local law enforcement and community organiza-
tions. While community groups stressed the
need for an independent commission to come in
and facilitate discussions around police-
community relations, law enforcement made it
equally clear that we were not welcome, not nec-
essary, and not wanted in Sonoma County.

While the Commission has held hearings in
many instances where the two sides do not see
eye to eye on the issues, there has rarely been, in
my experience, a situation so polarized such as
Sonoma County where one side so vehemently
denies that there is a problem at all. Even given
the abnormally high number of police-involved
deaths in recent years, given the strong regional
reaction to the killing of Mr. Kuan Chung Kao
by the Rohnert Park Public Safety Department,
and given the overwhelming turnout of con-
cerned citizens on the day of the hearing, local
law enforcement continued to paint a peaceful
picture of police-community that defied all belief.
Instead of using the hearing as an opportunity to
candidly respond to issues and concerns of the
community, local law enforcement chose to raise
a blue shield in defense and deny that any such
problems existed at all. And yet, as my colleague
the Honorable Cruz Reynoso noted, I have rarely
walked into a situation where I felt the relations
were as tense,

The members and supporters of law enforce-
ment went so far as to pack the hearing room
with supporters wearing yellow buttons to the
exclusion of any other voices. While dozens of
community members representing other view-
points were forced to wait downstairs, many
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supporters of law enforcement refused to comply
with the Commission’s request to yield their
seats in turn so that we could have a complete
and balanced perspective. Even while Sheriff
Jim Piccinini boasted about the richness of the
diversity of Sonoma County, I could see few of
those diverse faces represented among the ranks
of law enforcement or present in the hearing
room. A true democracy does not claim success
simply by silencing those who do not agree.

As I listened to the brief statements of com-
munity members towards the end of the hearing,
including police officers, community leaders,
families of alleged victims of police brutality,
families of police officers, and other concerned
citizens, it was clear to me that there was a tre-
mendous gap between the police and the com-
munity in communication and trust. Whether or
not the police are doing a good job in Sonoma
County, it is clear that there are large segments
of the community who do not feel—rightly or
wrongly—that Sonoma County law enforcement
exists to serve and protect them. Whether or not
the particular police-involved deaths were justi-
fied, the investigations and procedures followed
by law enforcement following the deaths have
clearly not served to bring closure and a sense of
justice to the community.

To treat a patient, a doctor must first diag-
nose the illness. Similarly, to heal a community,
all groups must first acknowledge the rift that
has grown between them. Before there can be
serious efforts to improve police-community rela-
tions, the law enforcement community needs to
come to the table as a willing and sincere part-
ner, open to recognizing concerns and viewpoints
which may be different from its own.




Appendix B

Police Abuse: Can We Change the Culture?

Vice Chair Cruz Reynoso

How can it be? Police officers across the na-
tion and certainly in Los Angeles are trained to
serve and to help others. And they do with great
distinction. They protect our important eivil
right to safe neighborhoods. Yet, in my 40 years
as a lawyer, professor, judge, and government
official, the civil rights violation I most often
hear is that of police abuse. Last month’s revela-
tion that an LAPD officer confessed to the
shooting and framing of an innocent man is one
of the latest such local incidents. Can we make
sense of all of this?

My recent experiences as Vice Chair of the
United States Commission on Civil Rights begin
to suggest what needs to be done. The California
State Advisory Committee of the Commission
responded to community and religious groups in
Sonoma County regarding the killing of several
young men by various police departments in the
county. It held an all day hearing in February of
{1998]. As I heard witnesses, I was struck by two
distinct sets of views. First, we heard from the
officials—mayors, councilpersons, police chiefs,
and the district attorney. Uniformly, their re-
ports were of a community in harmony with few
problems of police abuse. For example, the
Sonoma County District Attorney reported that
his office had investigated every police officer
involved killing and found no criminality, while
the police chief of Santa Rosa testified that the
city's surveys indicated that 82-85 percent of
residents approved of their police departments.

Then we heard from dozens of citizens.
Countless witnesses, some speaking for them-
selves, most speaking for their religious or com-
munity groups expressed concern for the killings
and general interaction between police and resi-
dents, particularly police abuse. It was as if
there were two Santa Rosas and two Sonoma
Counties.

* This is a copy of an original version of Commissioner Rey-
noso's editorial. An edited version of the editorial appeared
in the Los Angeles Times on Oct. 7, 1999.
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Change scenes but not, as it turns out, the
substance. Recently, the United States Commis-
sion on Civil Rights held hearings in Manhattan
[New York City]. The recent brutal sodomizing
of a New York City resident by the police had
captured headlines. Again, I heard the mayor,
the police commissioner, and other high officials
present a vigorous defense of the quality of po-
lice-community relations in New York City. Po-
lice abuse, they testified, is rare and random.
Once more, I heard innumerable residents, in-
cluding well-known religious leaders speak to
the horrors that the people they represent have
suffered at the hands of the local police.

These hearings, I believe, begin to explain the
phenomenon. Under our democratic system
public officials are elected by majority vote. They
must respond to a majoritarian view. What in-
centive is there to examine deeply the afflictions
of 15 or 18 percent who may suffer at the hands
of the police? Not much. To respond to these few .
brings its own political risks. These, generally,
represent those who do not wield economic or
political power. Nor do those who suffer abuse
generally share the same social circles or color or
linguistic background of elected officials.

There is no easy answer. What holds the di-
verse peoples of the United States together is
shared culture found in our Constitution. One
basic principal is that public officials, though
elected by 51 percent of the vote, have a respon-
sibility to all residents, voters or not (children do
not vote), citizens or not. The Constitution pro-
tects us all.

Public officials must truly get to know who it
is they represent. It would not have been a shock
to public officials that Rodney King was treated
roughly, had those officials been close to the
communities they represent. Based on my expe-
rience I was neither shocked nor surprised.

The long term, but challenging answer, is to
create a culture, an expectation by all Amen-
cans, that public officials have the high moral
and constitutional duty to represent all their






