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This factfinding report of the California Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on
Civil Rights was prepared for the information and consideration of the Commission. Statements
and viewpoints in this report should not be attributed to the Commission, but only to the

Advisory Committee.



The United States Commission on Civil Rights

The United States Commission on Civil Rights, first created by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, and
reestablished by the United States Commission on Civil Rights Act of 1983, is an independent,
bipartisan agency of the Federal Government. By the terms of the 1983 act, as amended by the
Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994, the Commission is charged with the
following duties pertaining to discriminationor denials of the equal protection of the laws based
on race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or in the administrationof justice:
investigation of individual discriminatory denials of the right to vote; study and collection of
information relating to discriminationor denials of the equal protection of the law; appraisal of
the laws and policies of the United States with respect to discrimination or denials of equal
protection of the law; investigation of patterns or practices of fraud or discrimination in the
conduct of Federal elections; and preparation and issuance of public service announcements
and advertising campaigns to discourage discrimination or denials of equal protection of the
law. The Commission is also required to submit reports to the President and the Congress at
such times as the Commission, the Congress, or the President shall deem desirable.

The State Advisory Committees

An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights has been established
in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of the Civil
Rights Act of 1957 and section 3(d) of the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994.
The Advisory Committees are made up of responsible persons who serve without compensation.
Their functions under their mandate from the Commission are to: advise the Commission of ail
relevant information concerning their respective States on matters within the jurisdiction of the
Commission; advise the Commission on matters of mutual concern in the preparation of reports
of the Commission to the President and the Congress; receive reports, suggestions, and
recommendations from individuals, public and private organizations, and public officials upon
matters pertinent to inquiries conducted by the State Advisory Committee; initiate and forward
advice and recommendations to the Commission upon matters in which the Commission shall
request assistance of the State Advisory Committee; and attend, as observers, any open hearing
or conference that the Commission may hold within the State.

This report is available on diskette in ASCII and WordPerfect 5.1 for persons with visual
impairments. Please call (202) 376-8110.
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Attached is a report from the California Advisory Committee based upon a factfinding
meeting convened February 20, 1998, in Santa Rosa, the county seat of Sonoma County.
Commission Vice Chairperson Cruz Reynoso and Commission member Yvonne Y. Lee joined
the California Advisory Committee in this effort to collect information on the concerns of
citizens of Sonoma County regarding law enforcement practices and allegations of excessive
use of deadly force:

In the period April 1, 1995, through September 27, 1997, law enforcement officers within
the county shot and killed eight citizens, and all were found by the Sonoma County District
Attorney's Office to be justifiable homicide. Citizens alleged that meetings with elected and
public officials and law enforcement executives to discusa their concerns and pleas for reform
only increased frustration. They alleged that officials were unresponsive and offered denials
that a problem existed.

Demographically, Sonoma County is undergoing dramatic change which affects its agrar-
ian, small town atmosphere. In addition, minority populations have increased. The county
has a sheriff's department and nine local law enforcement jurisdictions. While noting that
the allegations were leveled mainly at the Sonoma County Sheriff's Department, Santa Rosa
Police Department, and Rohnert Park’s Department of Public Safety, the broad scope of the
community’s allegations included smaller departments as well. The Advisory Committee
found a highly polarized and charged atmosphere in respect to police-community relations.
Distrust and fear of law enforcement by the community were countered by law enforcement
belief that citizens did not understand the realities of modern policing. Community represen-
tatives spoke of the need for diversity training for officers, options other than the use of
deadly force in critical incidents, and greater sensitivity when dealing with domestic violence
and suspects who may be experiencing a psychiatric episode or are under the influence of
drugs or alcohol.

The Advisory Committee heard frequent requests for the creation of civilian or citizen re-
view boards or commissions as a potential avenue for redress of the problems confronting the
community. While not opposed to such review boards, law enforcement executives questioned
the need and were concerned about the parameters of such an entity. They noted that the
Sonoma County Law Enforcement Chief's Association was studying the issue and was con-
sidering a number of alternatives. The community alleged they were kept out of the Chiefs
Association’s discussions on the matter, which only added to the level of mistrust and frus-
tration. The Advisory Committee believes each municipality will have to decide whether it
requires a citizens review board, but believes that such boards should be implemented in
Rohnert Park, Santa Rosa, and for the county sheriff.



The Advisory Committee appreciates the voluntary cooperation of many law enforcement
officers, county and city officials, and community representatives who participated in this
effort. It believes the report will assist in the dialogue necessary to effect the law enforce-
ment reform the community seeks and to apprise police executives of the concerns of the peo-
ple they are entrusted to protect and serve.

By a vote of 13-0, the Advisory Committee approved submission of this report to the
Commission. The Advisory Committee notes that this document will add to the Commission’s
body of work on police-community relations issues and hopes that it will not only prove of
value to the Commission as it continues its efforts to promote civil rights, but also assigt the
communities of Sonoma County in their quest for good governance.
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