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SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER
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Jeffrey Neff, taken down by officers outside his Queen Anne home, said, "They tackled me 
at full speed and drove my face right into the concrete. I cooperated to the best of my ability  
and gave no resistance." (Gilbert W. Arias / P-I)
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Seattle officers are rarely disciplined in cases against civilians, P-I finds
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When a Seattle cop kicked the legs out from under a woman, fracturing her cheekbone as she fell face-first onto the 
pavement, the captain in charge of internal investigations recommended discipline. 

But the department rejected the investigator's recommendation, calling for "supervisory intervention," a kind of retraining 
that is not considered disciplinary action by the department.

The "intervention" that the officer received included an admonition to keep using force when necessary on the street.

Six months after the woman was hurt, witnesses said the same cop kicked a suspect in the face as the man was trying to 
surrender. And once again, he was given retraining.

A Seattle P-I investigation found that the officer, Aaron Parker, has plenty of company. The Seattle Police Department 
hasn't disciplined any officers for unnecessary force in the past 18 months, during a time when it ruled on at least 161 force 
cases. During that same period, 12 other excessive-force complaints resulted in supervisory intervention with officers.

The last batch of sustained force cases occurred in the first few months of 2006, when three cases dating from 2004 and 
2005 resulted in discipline, including a suspension, a suspension that was held in abeyance for good behavior and two 
reprimands.

The department takes disciplinary action in about 1 percent of cases where a complaint of unnecessary force is made. It 
sustains other allegations about 10 percent of the time, records show. Other types of complaints include abuse of authority, 
false arrest and discourtesy.

"Use of force is the most complained-about allegation," said Seattle Police Officers Guild President Sgt. Rich O'Neill, who 
represents officers and didn't dispute the P-I's statistic. "It is also the allegation that is the least sustained."
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Brittany Beaulieu underwent surgery for a 
fractured facial bone after she was slammed 
to the ground by a cop in 2006.

One national expert says that's not surprising, because abuse of force can undermine officers' credibility. 

"They are more likely to sustain (charges against an officer for) lower-level kinds of issues, rather than force issues," said 
Barbara Attard, the independent police auditor for the city of San Jose, Calif., and past president of the National 
Association of Civilian Oversight. "I think that force cases have bigger implications for the department. ... Every effort's 
made to show there was some reason for the force."

Protecting citizens?

Close examination of incidents involving Parker illuminates the controversy surrounding the issue. It also raises the 
question: Is the department more interested in protecting officers from being held accountable for their actions or in 
protecting citizens from harm?

"You've got some officers that are trying to do the right thing and they are undercut by the chief," said Lem Howell, an 
attorney who has sued a number of officers over excessive force, though wasn't involved in cases against Parker. "They are 
trying to discipline their subordinates to reduce excessive force. It is just a small percentage of cops that give the 
department a bad name."

But police officers need to be more -- not less -- aggressive because when officers hesitate, they put themselves and citizens
in danger, according to Officer James Kim, one of the department's top use-of-force trainers.

"The case law says when a citizen chooses to get physical with an officer, the citizen does so at their own risk, and the 
officer is not permitted by law to lose the fight," said Steve Larson, a private attorney who has a contract to defend Seattle 
officers against excessive-force lawsuits.

"I think there are a low number of sustained complaints because our officers are exercising their duties very well," Deputy 
Chief Clark Kimerer said.

Department spokeswoman Sgt. Deanna Nollette said that although a "supervisory intervention" is not disciplinary, most 
officers see it as a black mark anyway. "To me it is the same thing as saying, 'You screwed up.' " 

The chief's legal adviser, Leo Poort, and Guild President O'Neill said Seattle officers shun violence because whenever force
is used, they have to fill out extensive reports. However, a report by the Office of Professional Accountability, (the internal 
investigation unit), a year ago said officers were increasingly failing to file such reports, and did not do so in 40 percent of
complaint cases in 2005. 

Parker, however, did file use-of-force reports diligently, because the dozens he filed triggered a separate administrative 
review, although no action was taken. 

Federal lawsuit filed

Brittany Beaulieu says her April 2006 encounter with Parker "changed (her) life."

"People I trusted were the people that hurt me, and hurt me a lot," said Beaulieu, 32, who worked in marketing before
becoming a graduate student at the Jackson School of International Studies at the University of Washington.

Parker declined to be interviewed, saying in an e-mail relayed by the department's public relations office that his sworn 
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statements in the relevant incident reports were accurate and that he isn't allowed to speak for the department. 

Beaulieu has filed a lawsuit against the Police Department in federal court. Her attorney says his client did nothing to
warrant the attack, other than to shout legal advice from the street to a friend who was being arrested for drunken driving.

When another officer became upset that Beaulieu and others were interfering -- "sidewalk attorneys," cops call them -- he 
ordered Parker to take Beaulieu into custody. Parker grabbed her from behind and she ended up face-first on the pavement. 

Beaulieu suffered a complex fracture of her facial bone requiring extensive surgery, and could have been blinded in her 
right eye, medical records show.

Parker said in his report that Beaulieu fell to the ground when he whipped her legs out from under her, which was her fault 
because she resisted his grip on her wrist and he lost control of her.

But Beaulieu said the officer surprised her from behind, lifted her up and dropped her. 

The young woman has never been in trouble with the law before, other than traffic tickets. She had been at a bar near 
KeyArena with friends when one of her other buddies, who was inebriated, backed his truck down a one-way street to talk 
with them.

Two police cars descended on the vehicle almost instantly, she said, and police arrested her friend for drunken driving. 
Beaulieu said her first thought was to help her friend, so she shouted advice not to take a breath test without a lawyer. 
Several of her friends joined in. Parker wrote in his report that he pulled Beaulieu away from the arrest scene, and she 
returned to yell at his fellow officer before he intervened again and accidentally dropped her onto the concrete.

Beaulieu said she was thrown to the ground immediately.

"The next thing I remember, I was lying on the ground in a pool of blood," she said.

Beaulieu is 5-foot-10 and said she weighed 125 pounds at the time. Parker is 6 feet tall and weighs 175 pounds. He is
described in a police document as "in good physical condition" and "well trained in his integrated combat and control 
skills."

Beaulieu said Parker spoke to her briefly at the hospital, saying only: "If you had apologized, none of this would have 
happened." 

The injured woman said a jailer who saw her face that night said: "This is really unacceptable."

The internal investigation report written by internal investigations Capt. Neil Low concluded: "The officer may not have 
intended to injure Beaulieu and may be sorry he did so, but the evidence supports that the leg or foot sweep was more force 
than was necessary to control Beaulieu and affect her arrest. ... The force he used did not fit the circumstances."

Kim -- the trainer assigned to Parker -- concluded otherwise. He blamed the incident on Beaulieu's resistance to Parker's 
grip, and on Parker's "hesitancy in escalating the degree of force." 

Sam Pailca, then the civilian director of the Office of Professional Accountability and now with Microsoft, took a middle 
ground.

"I concur with much of the analysis by the OPA-IS commander (Low) on the level of force used," she wrote in her October 
2006 report, which rejected Low's recommendation of a sustained finding for unnecessary force. "I recommend a 
supervisory intervention so the officer can obtain additional training on other control tactics."

Beaulieu and her attorneys were unaware of Parker's history with use-of-force cases until the P-I showed them the police 
department documents -- obtained under the state public disclosure law. They said the documents underline the need to 
pursue their case. 

Beaulieu also was arrested that night for obstructing a public officer, an allegation that she denies. 

She later agreed to a "stipulated order of continuance" under which she did not admit any wrongdoing, and the case against 
her was dismissed. Her attorney said Beaulieu wanted to avoid the $5,000 to $10,000 cost of defending herself against the 
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obstructing charge, which he termed "bogus." 

"She paid $21 in court costs, and it was dismissed," said attorney Allen Ressler, who added that her arrest for obstructing is 
part of her complaint in her lawsuit.

Witness files complaint 

After after being provided with supervisory intervention in Beaulieu's case, Parker kicked a drug suspect in the face at a 
moment when the man was "surrendering and going to the ground" without resistance, according to two uninvolved 
witnesses, a bus driver and a passenger. Although the suspect did not file a complaint, the passenger did.

An investigator initially rejected the witnesses' accounts. But after a lot of internal discussions, the department admitted that
Parker's version of events did not jibe with the location of the man's facial injuries, an abrasion and swelling on the right 
side of his eyebrow and upper facial area.

"Complainant said that she saw a male, who appeared to be running from the police, give up. She said that he had his arms 
out to the side and appeared to be going down to the ground, when an officer walked up and kicked him in the face for no 
apparent reason," Capt. Michael Kebba wrote in an internal investigations report four months later.

"Witnesses and (the) subject all say he was surrendering and going to the ground when Officer Parker stepped forward, like
he was swinging his baton or flashlight for a head strike, and then he kicked (the suspect) in the face/head as he was going 
to the ground.

"Officer Parker states he caught up to (the suspect) and ordered him to the ground, but he says (the suspect) took a step 
toward him. Parker believed the actions to be confrontational, and he feared an attack. He raised his flashlight to feign a 
strike, and then he kicked at (the suspect) to shock or stun him -- but hit him in the head." 

The suspect told investigating officers that Parker warned him before he caught up with him, "I'm gonna kick your ass 
when I catch you." 

Kebba initially decided to dismiss witnesses' claims because an officer knows better whether he is in danger than even two 
civilian witnesses. 

"The Metro bus driver and passengers had an entirely different view of this event. It can be likened to calling balls and 
strikes from the stadium seats at a baseball game," Kebba wrote Feb. 23.

"Finally, Officer Parker should be recognized and commended for responding to his foot chase from the precinct, where he 
had been doing paperwork, when this call for assistance came out over west radio," Kebba wrote.

Kebba's initial conclusions, which likely would have resulted in no actions against Parker, were apparently controversial 
within the department.

"There was no consensus agreement between reviewers," wrote Low, by then acting director of the office. "His chain of 
command supported his actions, while (Low) believed the officer had a responsibility to step back first, instead of striking. 
This is the officer's second 'foot sweep' in the past year that has injured someone. The officer has been referred to Training 
designed to discuss the 'when' of force application."

Ultimately, Kebba concluded on March 21 that Parker should have considered "other options as he approached the subject 
for arrest" and Parker was referred for supervisory intervention training.

But Kim -- the trainer -- concluded on his own that Parker was even more in the right than internal investigators had 
determined. He said the location of the impact on the suspect's face indicated "the suspect's head was down and he was 
coming at (Parker)"

"The single kick was effective in stopping the attack," he wrote. 

Before joining the Seattle force six years ago, Parker, 32, worked as a cop in Homer, Alaska, where Homer Police Lt. 
Randy Rosencrantz described him as an "excellent officer." His court record shows only traffic citations against him, 
mostly in Alaska. Married with children, he -- like Beaulieu -- speaks French. He also does Christian missionary work in 
Africa, according to Nollette.
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Parking dispute escalates

Parker was the target of another federal lawsuit over use of force, which has since been dropped. Jeffrey Neff said he chose 
not to proceed with the lawsuit because he is appealing his conviction of felony hit-and-run and assault in connection with 
the incident. His attorney, former state Supreme Court Justice Phil Talmadge, said officer misconduct is an element of the 
appeal.

The incident began when Parker and fellow officer Camilo DePina arrived at Neff's Queen Anne home on May 7, 2004, to 
investigate a neighborhood argument over parking. 

Neff, 56, said officers approached his house around dusk with guns drawn. He said he complied with each of their orders -- 
to come off his porch, raise his hands, get down on his knees and put his hands on his head. 

Incident records provide no indication that Neff, who has an otherwise clean record, resisted. 

"They tackled me at full speed and drove my face right into the concrete," said Neff.

The city spent more than $30,000 defending against Neff's complaint before Neff decided he could no longer afford to 
pursue it and the appeal of the criminal conviction at the same time. But city officials were confident they would have 
prevailed against Neff's lawsuit.

"People who get involved in situations involving the police, usually they are emotionally wrought up," Assistant City 
Attorney Sean Sheehan said. "Everybody likes to think they acted well."

Eight months ago, Parker told Kim he was concerned he would be "labeled as abusive," but Kim told him the greater 
danger is that he could be injured if he hesitates during a confrontation.

Five days later, Parker suffered a shoulder injury in a confrontation with an unruly suspect, and is now on medical leave. 

Department spokesman Nollette said many officers believe Parker's shoulder was dislocated on May 27 because he 
hesitated. A supervisor's routine "Use of Physical Force" report on the incident stated Parker "used an approved takedown 
technique" on the man.

3 CIVILIAN CASES SUSTAINED

Three complaints of officers using unnecessary force were sustained in early 2006, although one of the cases was placed 
under a different disciplinary category. They are:

A 36-year-old officer who fired three shots at a woman stealing a patrol car near Harborview Medical Center on Sept. 10, 
2005, claiming he was endangered by the car, though video showed he was not in its path. With an otherwise clean record, 
in a case where there were no injuries, the officer was given a five-day suspension in April 2006, but hasn't served it 
because it was held in abeyance on condition of good behavior. 

Another 36-year-old officer got a 10-day suspension, with eight days held in abeyance, for conduct unbecoming an officer 
for a July 16, 2004, incident where he slammed a jaywalker up against a wall and tore his shirt while he was working 
off-duty as security at a construction site. His three-year probationary period will end next January.

Two officers got reprimands in January 2006 for a case where they forced open a man's mouth to keep him from 
swallowing a marijuana joint, while pulling out their weapons. They also didn't get the arrest properly screened.

BIG PAYOUT, NO DISCIPLINE

One of the more notorious cases that ended with no discipline involved a citizen, Maikoiyo Alley-Barnes, who was 
wrestled to the ground, punched and kicked by several officers during a struggle on April 13, 2005. He had questioned Sgt. 
Greg Sackman's decision to cite a friend for littering. Photos taken afterward showed Alley-Barnes' face badly swollen and 
bruised. 

An internal investigation faulted Sackman, finding he overreacted and improperly supervised officers ordered to arrest 
Alley-Barnes. But Sackman avoided disciplinary action because Chief Gil Kerlikowske did not issue a final disciplinary 
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ruling on the case within a time limit specified in the city's contract with the police guild. Alley-Barnes later settled a 
lawsuit with the city for $185,000.

Later promoted to lieutenant, Sackman did not respond to requests for comment Wednesday.

P-I reporters Ambreen Ali, Marsha Milroy and Lewis Kamb contributed to this report. P-I reporter Eric Nalder can be 
reached at 206-448-8011 or ericnalder@seattlepi.com.
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