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Today’s paper brought news of the first fatal shooting by the Petaluma Police Department since 1952.  Forty six years is quite a record in these times of increasing violence.  But the day had to come when such a shooting was inevitable.





We have created a social climate and legal situation where there is no excuse for a police officer to shoot at a person unless the life of the officer or another person is at risk.  This has resulted in every police shooting having to be justified as an act of self defense in the face of mortal danger.  Under these circumstances, shooting to kill is the only rational form of self defense.





It has been said the police could shoot to wound.  This would be OK if society would accept a preemptive wounding from a distance as an alternative to a deadly shooting at short range in self defense as a last resort.  But society won’t.  Elected officials at the state level will never pass legislation that condones precautionary shootings.  And the local public would second guess any such action by an officer.





Accordingly, shooting to kill in self defense as a last resort is the only acceptable justification for shooting at all.  When shooting is used as a “last resort” defense, we can’t expect a John Wayne shoot-him-in-the-shoulder type response.  The price of a miss could be the officer’s life.





That said, I do believe police procedures could be modified to minimize creating circumstances where deadly force would be required. There is no way however to develop procedures where using deadly force in self defense would never be necessary.  There will always be crazed, suicidal or drugged out people for whom deadly force will be the only response when time or space are not available for other alternatives.





My first thoughts on reading of the shooting was, “Why wasn’t the second patrol car sent immediately to the scene?” and “ Why couldn’t the officer responding to a burglar alarm wait for backup before checking the area?” But, even if the above had occurred, there can be no assurance that the man killed wouldn’t have behaved just as rash if there were two or ten officers present.





I have often thought that any nighttime police response to any incident other than the immediate safety of a citizen, should call for multiple officers.  Even a traffic stop.  This might mean beefed up nighttime patrols.  And this might mean choosing between D.A.R.E. and having an extra nightshift officer available to support officers responding to other incidents.





I think the time criticalness of police response needs to be evaluated against the nature of the call.  If there is no indication of imminent physical danger to a person (an alarm at a closed business) there isn’t a time critical need to respond without backup.





The police don’t need to react so promptly as to trap bank robbers inside a building full of potential hostages.  (Although a subsequent highway chase might be dangerous if not properly handled)  





A 911 call about domestic abuse with screams over the phone would be different.





This present incident will probably generate much local discussion.  The discussion shouldn’t focus on what could have been done differently in this instance.  It should focus (in some detail) on how this community both wants future responses to be handled and how we expect the officers to protect themselves.  





As the forty six years between
