The Plain Dealer | cleveland.com

A

—| USE OF FORCE =

mn-::.n response

Oonung Jeffrey Johnson, second from right,
. safety officials Martin Flask and Michael McGra

LEILA ATASSI
latassi@cleveland.com

Cleveland City Councilman Jef-
frey Johnson called Friday for the
resignation of Safety Director Mi-
chael McGrath and Martin Flask,
special executive assistant to Mayor
Prank Jackson, citing a US. Depart-
ment of Justice report on the police
department’s use of force.

Johnson said in an interview
Friday that he has been a long-
time supporter of McGrath. But

| after reading the results of the

21-month-long federal investiga-
tion — which concluded police
often shoot, hit or use Tasers on

| citizens unreasonably — Johnson

says he has changed his mind.

“All of this occurred during
their leadership,” Johnson said.
“Marty Flask and Michael Mc-
Grath have to step down. Imme-
diately. Like, today.”

Flask and McGrath have held
positions of influence in the police

| department for decades, through

| two U.S. Justice Department in-

vestigations into officers’ use of

force. Yet, Jackson not only has
defended them against eriticism
— he has promoted them to the
top of the command chain,

Flask climbed the ranks until
he was named chief in 1999 and
retired from that position in 2001,
a year after the first federal inves-
tigation. -

After spending five years as
head of security at Cleveland-
Hopkins International Airport,
Flask returned to City Hall in
2006, when newly elected mayor
Jackson tapped him to be safety
director.

In February, about a year into
the Justice Department’s second
investigation into Cleveland,
Flask was reassigned to serve as
Jackson’s full-time executive as-
sistant, overseeing “special proj-
ects” related to the police depart-
ment.

McGrath, a Cleveland police
officer since 1981, spent years in
the Special Weapons and Tactics
Unit until he became the com-
mander of the police’s 4th Dis-
trict in 1997. He was appointed
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chief in 2005 and was promoted
to replace Flask as safety director
in February, a year after the most
recent federal investigation.
During a news confegence

- Thursday, Jackson continued to

defend McGrath when asked to
Justify his decision to promote
him last year, despite the federal
investigation.

“He was the right person at
that time,” Jackson said. “And he
is now. I do not regret it

Johnson said Friday that the
culture of policing in Cleveland
cannot change until the mayor
overcomes his irrational loyalty
to McGrath and Flask. And he ex-
pressed incredulity at Jackson’s
refusal to acknowledge the “sys-
temic deficiencies” identified by
the Justice Department.

Johnson said he was particu-
larly troubled by the report’s
finding that police internal in-
vestigators admitted to routinely
favoring officers in use-of-force
investigations.

“That comes from within the
culture,” Johnson said. “If the po-
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lice officer doesn’t believe he will
be disciplined, he will continue to
do what he does. That is on Me-
Grath.” )

Johnson said he still believes in
the new Police Chief Calvin Wil-
liams, though he, too, climbed
the ranks and once served as the
commander in charge of some of
the most notorious users of non-
deadly force.

“I think the culture is so em-
bedded with the good ol’ boys
mentality that an African-Ameri-
can commander frankly had little
power to change the culture in
his leadership capacity” Johnson
said. “I haven't lost faith in Wil-
liams.”

Johnson said he hopes the com-
munity and activists continue to
put pressure on the Jackson ad-
ministration, as the mayor enters
into consent decree negotiations
with federal officials.

“I don’t want anybody resting,”
Johnson said. “I don’t want the
protests to stop. They need to
light a fire under city officials and
turn the heat up on City Hall?

Justice Department report

Officers rely too

often on weapons,
Investigators find
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Cleveland police officers often
quickly draw their weapons with-
out trying to use words to calm
tense situations, according to the
U.S. Department of Justice inves-
tigation of the police department,
And that pattern has sown distrust
in the community, investigators

_ found.

In addition to finding that police
often fire their weapons recklessly,
the report called out police for us-
ing deadly force or less-than-lethal
force as their first approach rather
than a last resort, even in cases
where a suspect is mentally dis-
abled.

“We...discovered that officers
do not effectively de-escalate situ-
ations, either because they do not
know how, or because they do not
have an adequate understanding of
the importance of de-escalating en-
counters before resorting to force
whenever possible;” the report says.

These practices have become
routine in a police culture that
encourages using force as punish-
ment — a pattern that's not only
illegal but also puts a strain on
police-citizen relations, according
to the Justice Department,

The law allows police to use
deadly force when their lives or
the lives of others around them
are in danger, but the Justice offi-
cials slammed Cleveland police for
shooting at or using other means
of physical coercion against people
who were not a threat.

The recent case of a 12-year-
old Cleveland boy shot by police
at a city park was not considered
in the investigation. But many of
the force- related issues involved
in the Justice Department review
have been raised in the Tamir Rice
shooting. Some have criticized

officer Timothy Loehmann fo;
shooting the boy within seconds o
coming into contact with him, anc
others questioned whether suffi
cient verbal commands were made.

The Justice Department inves-
tigation found that in the rare
instances when Cleveland officers
verbally confront a suspect, they
usually do so with their weapon
drawn.

Departments that develop a rep-
utation for being violent are likely
to face tension within the commu-
nities they serve, according to Sam
Walker, criminal justice professor
at the University of Nebraska at
Omaha, who has done extensive
research on police accountability.

“If officers are less quick to use
weapons or other kind of force,
there’s going to be more opportu-
nity to resolve the encounter rea-
sonably without use of force, injury
or chance of death,” Walker said.

The tendency for officers to pull
out their weapon right away is
deeply ingrained in police culture,
according to Walker.

Police who are insulted by a sus-
pect often let-their emotions get to
them and theylash out in anger by
resorting to force, Walker said. The
Justice Department found a trou-
bling pattern of police losing pa-
tience with people who were not
cooperating or challenging their
authority. !

Veteran officer and former
‘president of the Police Foundation
Hubert Williams said the ability to
talk a suspect down is the mark of
a responsible officer.

“The best capability of an officer
is to utilize communication as their
primary weapon against somebody
that might constitute a threat” said
Williams.

In his 30 years on the force,
Williams said, the best officers he
knew rarely drew their weapons,




