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1;,- FOREWORD AND SUMMARY 

n[T]he driver of an authorized emergency vehicle' [shall 
not 'be relieved] from the duty to drive with due regard 
for the safety of all persons. n -- R.I.G.L. 31-12-9. 

High-speed police chases are a common occurrence in Rhode 
Island; they are also. an extremely perilous one. As the above 
statutory provision implies, however, the R.I. General Assembly 
has recognized that there must be a balancing between the public 
safety and a police officer's interest in capturing suspects 
fleeing in a motor vehicle. This report concludes that, in 
practice, this bac)ance has been seriously skewed toward the 
latter goal, resulting each year in unnecessary risks, injuries 
and fatalities to Rhode Island residents. 

section II of the report provides a national perspective on 
the issue, reviews the studies that have been done elsewhere on 
high speed chases, and suggests reasons why so many pursui ts 
occur. Section III examines the methodology of our report and 
offers a general overview of the issue for Rhode Island. 

section IV details some of the major problems with police 
practices and procedures uncovered by our study, and section V 
provides a list of recommendations for chang1e, designed to halt 
the widespread use of dangerous police chases. Finally, section 
VI summarizes 50 high-speed pursuit incidents that occurred in 
the state between 1983 and 1987, and it attempts to concretely 
show just how unnecessary and tragic so many police chases are. 

Listed below are some of the major findings and recommenda­
tions of the ACLU in its investigation ef pel ice high speed 
chases, alIef which are discussed in mere detail in later 
sectiens ef the repert. 

General Findings 

** The mest dangereus police chases are eften initiated-­
and preceed fer lengthy perieds ef time -- for traffic violations 
er ether minor offenses, net fer felenies. 

** Officers left to. their discretion de not terminate 
pursuits when the hazards eutweigh the benefits. 

** Departmental pelicies en pel ice high speed pursuits are 
often incemplete, ignere impertant issues to. be considered befere 
undertaking er ending a chase, and centain ambigueus instructiens 
abeU.tthe different ceurses ef actien efficers sheuld take fer 

. various effenses. 
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** The two police departments most active in high speed 
chases have some of the most serious deficiencies in terms of 
policies and practices. 

, ** Chases are used to apprehend an offender in cases where 
safer means are possible, such as obtaining the car's registra­
tion and using it to track down the sUspect's name and address 
fqr later apprehension . 

** There is a tremel'1do~s lack of adequate supervision over 
police chases, and an apparent failure by police officials to 
take strong action that would prevent inappropriate pursuits from 

,occurring. This attitude creates, at best, at atmosphere of 
"t81erance for hazardous pursuits, and at worst, implicit 
encouragement of them. 

Recommendations 

** There should be a statewide policy on high-speed pursuits 
which is consistent with Rhode Island state law, and which 
provides uniformity throughout all cities and towns in the 
state. 

** The policy should limit pursuits to the most serious 
crimes. For less serious offenses, chases should be prohibit~d 
and alternatives substituted, such as taking the driver's 
registration number for later apprehension. 

** The policy should provide clear guidance for the typical 
situations officers are likely to find themselves in during 
pursui ts , and sQould include directions covering the various 
aspects of a chase, such as: limi ts on the speed and number 
of cruis.ers and guidelines on the use of sirens and firearms. 

** All patrol officers shnuld be required to periodically 
undergo practical as well as classroom re-training in high-speed 
driving. 

** There should be strict responsibility imposed on 
supervisory officers -to order the termination of a pursuit when 
conditions warrant it. 

** In all chases resulting in serious property damage, 
injury or death, a formal investigation should be required. 

I 

** Reports detailing the results of such investigations 
should be available "to the public to insure public oversight on 
this issue, .and should be periodically reviewed to determine if 
policy changes are necessary. 

** There must be a change in attitude by police officials as 
to the appropriateness of high speed chases in general. 
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In 1979, when Providence Police shot and killed two unarmed 
suspects in separate incidents, there was a large community 
outcry and a push for "the enactment of legislation to restrict 
deadly for.ce. While more people may die through high speed 
police pursuits than through the use of firearms, the same 
outcry has' been lacking'. That must change, for the documented 
risks of these pursuits are abundantly clear. The alternative is 
a continuation: .. _ of the needless carnage that has plagued Rhode 
Island I s streets and high~"ays over the years. 
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II. A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON HIGH SPEED CHASES 

From Bullitt to The French Connection to L~thal Weapon 1I, 
high-speed police pursuits have become a staple of the action­
adventure movie. They are just as ubiquitous on the small 
screen, having become common fare on weekly television police 
shows. As exciting as these high-speed pursuits are to watch, 
the reality of these chases is much more sobering. 

In the celluloid fantasies we have become accustomed to 
seeing, the police set off only after the most vicious of 
criminals -- usually extremely vile murderers -- and, in the end, 
other than for some spectacular property damage, everybody 
(e);'~gept perhaps the mu,rderous villain) emerges unscathed. In the 
real world, however, things are much different. These chases are 
extraordinarily and unnecessarily dangerous, are usually 
initiated in response to minor violations of the law, and result 
all too often in death or injury to innocent people and indivi­
duals suspected of only petty offenses. 

Every year in this country, there are literally hundreds of 
fatalities resulting from high speed chases, and thousands more 
people are seriously injured. 1 In light of their prevalence, it 
is "surprising that so little is known about police chases, the 
amolfnt and type of danger which could rE.~sul t, or the type and 

.adequacies of policies, training and supervision. n2 There 
appears to have been on,ly one national survey conducted -- by 
Leonard Territo, a professor of criminal justice at the Univer­
sity of South Florida (1'-- to evaluate police department policies 
on high speed pursuits. 3 Further, researchers point to only six 
empirical studies on police high speed chases that have been 

, conducted over the years, and four of those are considered to be 
S9 seriously flawed in their methodology as to be unreliable. 4 

Of the two empirical studies generally deemed valid, one was 
conducted in 1983 by the California Highway Patrol (hereinafter 
referred to as the CHP study), and involved an examination of 683 
pursui ts·. by the state patrol and ten ci ty law enforcement 
agencies. 5 The other study, by Erik Beckman, a professor of 
criminal justice at Michigan State Universi"ty, analyzed 424 
pursuits among 75 law enforcement agencies in nine states and two 
territories over a six-month period in 1984. 6 Both studies 
'confirm the disturbing consequences of these chases. 

Beckman found· that there was a ratio of one fatality for 
every 35 ~olice high speed pursuits, and an injury could be 
expected ~n approximately every seven pursui.ts. He also 
concluded that() about one in every four yursuits resulted in 
property damage accidents with no injuries. The CHP study came 
up with similar, though slightly reduced, figures;: out of every 
100 pursuits, the study concluded that about 29 will end in an 
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accident of some type; 11 will e~1d in injury accidents; and 1 
will end in a fatal accident. 8 

The CHP report also found that while 70% of all pursuit­
related injuries will occur to occupants in the pursued vehicle, 
approximately 14% of the injuries will be to police, and 15% to 
innocent third parties. Further, while law enforcement fatalities 
are extremely rare, about 28% of the fatalities can be expected 
to be of uninvolved third parti~s.9 

There is little factual dispute about what prompts these 
high speed chases. Unlike the common perception that they ensue 
to catch dangerous felons, the most common event preceding a 
pursui t is not a felony, but a vehicle code violation. 10 Not 
surprisingly, then, Beckmah's study shows that the most injuries 
and deaths occur in pursuits of traffic violators. 11 

In addition, both studies found that drivers attempt to 
elude the police for reasons other than being a dangerous felony 
offender, and Beckman noted that "the correctness of the 
officer's perception of the event preceding the pursuit is 
generally confirmed by the booking charges. n12 The significance 
of this is that police chasing a traffic offender, for example, 
have no reason to justify the pursuit on the grounds that the 
perSon has sped off to hide a more serious crime. 

Another suggestive and disturbing statistic concerns the 
agl9 of the people involved in. chases. These dangerous pursuits 
appear to be an acti vi ty of the young -- on both ends of the 
chase. The CHP study found the average pursued driver is likely 
to be a 20 year old male. 13 This explains the impulsive aspect 
of many chases for, as alluded to above, the person being pursued 
often has little more to hide than the traffic offense that 
prompted the pursuit. 

Perhaps even more interesting was Beckman's finding that the 
police officer's age (or, more precisely, experience) also 
impacted on whether a chase ensued. 47% of the officers involved 
in chases had five years or less police experience; and 30% had 
si~ to ten years experience. ThUS, only 23% of the chases were 
initiated by officers with more than ten years law enforcement 
experience. 14 

That maturity and experience have a major impact on whether 
a police officer decides to begin a chase is intimated by another 
stcttistic provided by Beckman: in all acti vi ties except for 
chases. initiated to catch suspected felons, he found that the' 
involvement of the officers was in frequencies expected according 

Up to experience proportions. The more experienced officers were 
much more likely to be involved in felony pursuits: 55% of the 
officers involved in these chases had over ten years eXp'erience, 
while only 21% bad less than five years of experience. is This 
suggests that older, more experienced police may be more 
cognizant of the danger of high speed pursuits and so they 
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initiate them only for the most appropriate reasons -- such as to 
catch a dangerous felon -- and refrain from engaging in them to 
get mirior offenders. 

A few commentators have discussed the factors at work in the 
excitement of a high speed chase that help explain it as a young 
man's "sport." While these comments refer to officers, some of 
the analysis has similar bearing on the young drivers being 
pursued as well: 

Police officers, especially younger, inexperienced ones 
> regardless of the offense for which the driver is wanted, 
rarely voluntarily terminate a high speed pursuit. It is 
unfortunate but true that police officers sometimes take 
such matters quite personally. Further compounding this is 
the fear that fellow officers may view a voluntary termina­
tion as an act of timidity.16 

Another commentator has similarly suggested: 

All too often, an officer becomes so personally involved in 
the capture of a suspect that the safety of others is 
forgotten. The chase then becomes a matter of professional 
pride in driving skill; the officer concentrates only on 
winning. 17 

The seasoned officer is much more likely to resist these 
psychological temptations, and will have less need to prove him 
or herself . 

. It is not just psychological factors that may promote long 
chases. A driver in a high speed-pursuit may 

also undergo physiological changes as a result of the danger 
and excitement of a chase. His heartbeat and blood pressure 
will rise, and large amounts of adrenal in will flow into his 
bloodstream. This will create an illusion of slow motion, 
producing an erroneous perception of th6 speeds of the 
vehicles and a tendency to be overconfident in executing the 
chase. 18 

The basic conclusion 
\'U • 

~s a pressing need for 
to be reached from this is that there 
special training and supervision to 
However, as our report will indicate, 

most sorely lacking. 
overcome these reactions. 
that is,,precisely what is 

* * * * * 
Indeed, high-speed chases have been and continue to be 

treated in a much less serious fashion than they clearly deserve. 
We believe they should be considered analogous in many ways to 
the use of firearms by a police officer to stop a fleeing 
suspect. They are both inherently hazardous. 
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Most police departments have very strict policies on the use 
of weapons and require detailed reports and investigations 
vlhenever a firearm is discharged by an officer in the course of 
duty. High speed chases, though they are often just as dangerous 
and clearly much more p:r'evalent, receive little, if any, of that 
attention or scrutiny. 'But "when a polige officer engages in a 
high-speed chase in a high-powered police car, that vehicle 
becomes a potential deadly weapon. ,,19 

The courts have set strict constitutional standards on when 
deadly force of weapons is acceptable. In 1985, the U. S. 
Supreme Court ruled, in Tennessee v .. -9arner, that such force 
cannot be used "to prevent 'the escape (of an unarmed suspected 
felon) unless it is necessary to prevent the escape and the 
officer has probable cause to believe that the suspect poses a 
significant threat/of death or serious physical injury to the 
officer or others. ,.-20 Few high-speed chases that result in death 
or serious injury meet this<standard. To the contrary, in many 
chases, it is the police decision to pursue that most creates a 
threat of death or serious physical injury. 

As the Court succinctly put it, nIt is not better that all 
o felony suspects die than that they escape. ,,21. This would seem 

even more apt in the cont-ext of high-speed chases, when police 
are more often than not .dealing with misdemeanants or traffic 
violators, not felons. 

Law enforcement officials may protest that they cannot 
simply let suspects "get away II with evading the law, but this 
fails to adequately weigh the costs involved. In most states, 
including Rhode Island, the crime of flight from arrest or 
eluding a police officer is a misdemeanor. As the U.S. Supreme 
Court noted in Garner, this "avoids the anomaly of automatically 
trans:t3orming every' fleeing misdemeanant into a fleeing felon 
solely by virtue of his 1:1ight. However, it is in real tension 
with tWe harsh consequences of flight in cases where deadly force 

o is employed." And while it is unfortunate to allow a suspect to 
get away I liThe :use of deadly force is a self-defeating way of 
apprehending a $uspect and so setting the criminal justice 
mechanism in motion.,u22 We feel the same is true of high speed 
chases. In addition, because high speed chases can create 
extreme danger to the publ}_~, the balance shifts even further 
towards the side of caution. 

&<iJ While I .' in some instances, the argument could be offered that 
chases for·ce~tain traffic violations are quite reasonable since 
those violations (like speeding) can be dangerous to others, 
there is more than a .little irony in initiating a high-speed 
chase for that reason: instead of having one speeder, a high­
speed pursuit creates two or more cars exceeding the speed 
fimit, ,)all probably going faster than the pursued driver 
1nitially was. 
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There are strong fiscal reasons for cutting down on these 
pursuits as well: 

The nelatively high ratio of pursuit-related accidents has 
had its parallel in costly pursuit-related lawsuits. In a 
survey conducted for the International Association of Chiefs 
of Police, it was found that in a ten year period from 1967 
through 1976, plaintiff verdicts in high speed chase 

°litigation ranked second among police civil liability suits 
in terms of dollar amount awarded~ exceeded only by misuse 
of firearm or nightstick cases. ,,2.j In a similar vein, it 
has been estimated that pursuit-related collisions account 
for close to 20% of all injury accidents sustained by police 
drivers. 24 

For many of these reasons, a number of police departments 
across the country -- including Phoenix, Baltimore, and Dade 
County, Florida -- have in the past few years begun adopting 
tough policies desi~ned to drastically reduce the initiation of 
high speed chases. 2 

All this I .of course, is not to argue that high speed chases 
should never be employed. However, when one considers the 
restraints placed on, and accepted by, police in the context of 
deadly force against suspected felons, the prevalence of 
dangerous high-speed pursuits -- that can have the same effect on 
people suspected of lesser crimes and that present a much 
greater danger to innocent bystanders -- is completely unaccep­
table. A reevaluation of the propriety of high speed chases in 
many circumstances must be undertaken. 

a 
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III. AN INTRODUCTION TO HIGH SPEED CHASES IN RHODE ISLAND 

This ACLU report examines the serious problem of police 
high-speed pursui ts in the, state of Rhode Island, where the 
number of' chases involving injury, death and excessive property 
damage is ex~,remely disturbing. 

Rarely are police chases reported in a broader context to 
show the ongoing nature of the danger; rather, they are presented 
as discreteoevents, and thus it is easy to forget that they are 
actually part of a pattern of a dangerous activity. In addition 
to documenting the magnitude of the problem, we attempt to 
analyze some of the reasons for these dangerous pursuits, and 
call for new, consistent policies to be adopted. 

This r,eport was not designed as an empirical study, for our 
only access to information about chases was from news reports 
that were of varying degrees of completeness. Nor is the summary 
of various high slpeed chases between 1983 and 1987 that is 
presented in the report intended to be comprehensive; the fifty 
chases listed form only the tip of this dangerous iceberg. 

In addi~lon to the practical difficulty of doing so, there 
is another :t'eason we have not tried to present comprehensive 
statistics. tiMe believe the illustrations of chases contained in 
the last sedition of the reportlnake clear that figures are not 
important. The question is not whether high speed chases are 
prevalent or dangerous or under what circumstances they occur-­
all that is abundantly plain. Rather, the question is: when are 
we g0ing to take steps to rein in this dangerous police activity? 

The report of incidents comes from clippings gleaned from 
The Providence Journal for the five-year period of 1983-1987. 
(In addition, some of our analysis relies on copies of some 
.police departments' own regulations, obtained during 1983-84.) 
As unscientific as the information is, possibly little more could 
be obtained from the police departments themselves. Unlike the 
use of weapons, police departments generally do not keep detailed 
orecords or conduct investigations of chases. Geoffrey Alpert, a 
professor of criminal ju~tice at the University of Sou't.h 
Carolina, called it "shocking" that "most departments ..• don't 
even know how many chases they've had." Pointing to the lack of 
studies done on this issue, he claims: "The problem with a 
national study is access to data." 26 

None~peless, the" impressionistic "data" obtained from the 
ACLU's study clearly confirms the major findings of the CHP and 
Beckman studies: 'l'here is a large 'amount ot injury or property 
damage; most pursuits s,eem to be prompted by traffic offenses or 
other minor reasons, and most deaths or ssrious injuries occur 
during those chases; the resulting charges against fleeing 
drivers oft~n are just those -- such as reckless driving and 
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eluding a police officer that -. are prompted .by the chase 
itself; and the drivers who flee are quite young. (The median 
ageoof drivers in high-speed chases documented in this study that 
resulted in death or. serious injury was 21.) 

Although many chases take place over a distance of more than 
one town, no uniform state policy or regulation exists for Rhode 
Island. Int3tead, local police departments have different 
policies, each covering different aspect~'of a pursuit. For the 
most part, these policies are very general and fail to provide 
adequate gUidelines for officers to follow. As will be discussed 
later, the two police departments that appear most active in high 
speed pursuits --- Providence and the state Police -- have perhaps 
the most archaic policies of all. And of all the police 
departments in the state, Providence is apparently the only one 
that -- as incredible as it seems -- gives its officers no 
practical pursuit training at all. 27 

But it is especially disturbing that regulations appear to 
be :!routinely ignored and violated, and all without much conse­
quence to the offending officers or supervisors. Indeed, perhaps 
the ACLU' s most fundamental finding is the apparent lack of 
supervision over high speed pursuit and a failure by police 
departments to abide by clear written standards on the appropri­
atehess of chases. Police chiefs routinely support the most 
dangerous chases a~ "necessary." The next section examines this 
problem in more detail. 

The\Jviolation of more than internal rules is also involved. 
The police who engage' in high speed chases do not do so in a 
statutory vacuum. While emergency vehicles are exempt from 
certain traffic laws, they are required by state law to consider 
publiiC safety above all else. Rhode Island law provides: 

The driver of an authorized emergency vehicle may ..• [ejxceed 
the prima ·:::;t?acie speed limits so long as he does not endanger 
life or property. (R.I.G.L. 31-12-7, emphasis added.) 

That th,is is routinely ignored will become obvious in the section 
of the report summarizing some high speed incidents. 

"=~ Another section of the General Laws, 31-12-9, places the 
J:5urden of responsibility on the driver of an authorized emergency 
vehicle for endangering the public: 

The foregoing provisions [exempting emergency vehicles from 
certain traffic laws] shall not reli.eve the driver of an 
authorized emergency vehicle from the duty to drive with due 
regard for the safety of all persons, nor shall such 

"provisions protect· the driver from the consequences of his 
reckle.ss disregard for the safety of others. 

Accordingly, many departmental policies require officers to 
weigh the possible danger of initiating and continuing a chase 

.) 
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against the seriousness of the crime committed and other 
important factors. But this weighing is left undefined, and when 
one examines the chases that police officers routinely engage in, 
the problem is not just the vagueness of these policies, but the 
fact that the words seem to fallon deaf ears. 

Unfortunately, our examination shows that existing police 
practices often threaten public safety in a manner totally out of 
proportion to the danger of the offense itself. In practice, 
officers engage in excessive and hazardous chases for relatively 
minor offenses -- chases that are inconsistent with state law and 
with some departments' own policies, and that cause injuries to 
police, to fleeing drivers, and to innocent motorists. 

To concr~tely illustrate the seriousness of the problem, our 
r.eport summarJ.zes 50 local high speed chases over a five-year 
period. It should be emphasized that these summaries are just a 
sample of the dozens of high speed pursuits that take place 
yearly, but they serve to illustrate just how pervasive this 
problem is. 

The long-running nature of the problem, beyond the five 
years studied here, cannot be ignored. Ten years ago, a Provi­
dence Journal editorial began: "The story is numbingly familiar. 
Policeman in cruiser spots speeding car. Policeman gives chase. 
They race at reckless speeds. The pursued car crashes." The 
editorial was prompted by the death of two men after they were 
chased for speeding by the state police, but the words could have 
been repeated dozens of times since then. The editorial proposed 
that "police departments • • • should enforce a strict ban on 
(high speed) chases -- except in rare instances (such as an 
attempt to halt the escape of a known felon), and then only when 
radioed approval is given by the officer in charge. n28 

Three years later, after the state police chased a speeding 
car at night o~ winding, dangerous Wampanoag Trail at speeds of 
up to 110 MPH, - the Journal repeated its call' for a review of 
these pursuits. And only last month, pointing to figures that 
Providence police cars have been involved in 582 accidents since 
1985, an editorial noted, "High speed chases endanger lives and 
property, and should be authorized only in real emergencies.,,29 

Thus far, these calls have gone unheeded. Regrettably, the 
conclusion of the ~979 editorial remains as apt today as it was 
then: "Mor.e chases will only mean more fatal accidents." Indeed, 
whil~ our summary of incidents ends in 1987, the deadly chases 
continue,. Already this year, two people have been killed as the 
result ,6£ high-speed pursuits. One was a young driver who lost 
his life in a high speed chase that began because his car did not 
have an inspection sticker; the other was of an innocent motorist 
killed after colliding with a car being pursued by police. 30 

The need for immediate reform is great if no more unneces­
sary deaths are to occur. 



= 

12 

IV. THE MAJOR PROBLEMS WITH R.I. HIGH-SPEED PURSUITS 

Amohg the major problems an':llilalysis of police pursuits in 
the state show are the following: 

* There is no uniform state policy on high speed pursuit, 
'0 though chases often involve more than one town or city. 

* Chases are often initiated -- and proceed for lengthy 
periods of time -- for minor offenses or other inappropriate 
reasons. 

* Departmental policies are often incomplete, ignore 
important issuel?'to be considered before undertaking or ending a 
chase, and contain ambiguous instructions about the different 
courses of abtion officers should take for various offenses. 

* Extreme and dangerous measures -- such as excessive speed 
or the use of numerous police cruisers -- are often used in 
pursuits. 

* Chases are used to apprehend an offender in cases where 
safer means are possible, such as obtaining the car's registra­
tion for later apprehension, or contacting the suspect later at 
home when his or her residence is known. 

* Officers. left to their discretion do not terminate 
pursuits when the hazards outweigh the benefits. 

* The two poliqe departments most active in high speed 
chases have some of "the most serious deficiencies in terms 
of policies and practices. 

* There i_s a tremendous lack of adequate superv~s1.on 
over police, chases; and an apparent failure by police officials 
to impose sanctions against officers for engaging in 
inappropriate pursuits. This attitude creates, at best, an 
atmosphere of tolerance for hazardous pursuits, and at worst, 
implicit encouragement of them. 

These problems are detailed below. Reference is made 
in this section and the summary of incidents to departmental 

.) policies on high speed pursuit that date back to 1983-84, 
when the ACLU requested the standard operating procedures 
pertaining ",to motor vehicle chases from police departments 
in the state. We received 19 policies at that time. Many 
agencies ignored our request, and others offered questionable 
reasons for refusing to provide us their policies. 

The policies we had received were in effect during a 
substantialpprtion° of the period studied, and probably remain 
so.. Because of the difficulties we encountered in obtaining 
the policies, and the unlikelihood of there having been 
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significant changes in the interim, the departments were not 
re~contacted for any updated revisions. If policies have 
changed, they would almost certainly have gotten stricter; 
yet, as our summary shows g the dangerous chases have increased, 
not decreased. 

No Uniform state Policy 
= 

Although high-speed pursuits routinely continue across city 
and town lines, no uniform policy exists to regulate the pursuit 
of suspects from one local jurisdiction to another within ttle 
state. In a state a,s small as Rhode Island, where chases of mo~~e 
than a minimal length have a good chance of extending beyond ~le 
communi ty , this lack of uniformity is unwise and unaccept;abie. 
(Twenty of the fifty chases summarized in section VI inW·olved 
more than one police department.) 

The policies of departments differed dramatically. The 
grounds for starting and halting a chase varied greatly, yet 
there is nothing in the news reports we have seen to suggest that 
police, are ·told to stop or modify chases once they enter another 
community. 

Various department regulations covered different aspects of 
high speed pursuits. For example, two police departments set 
speed limits for chases involving motor vehicle violations and 
misdemeanors, while others had none. Some included guidelines as 
to when to use lights, sirens and firearms, or how many cruisers 
should get involved; Hopkinton's policy, on the other hand, left 
safety and procedural issues up to "the experience and common 
sense of each officer, " making no mention at all of these 
important items. Most policies, while providing more guidance 
than that, nonetheless failed to include many specific safety and 
procedural limitations. 

Not only is there no uniformity in the guidelines, but some 
departments did not have high speed pursuit regulations at all. 
As of 1983, .. South Kingstown 1 for example, did not. Nor, 
amazingly, dici' the state police! since we requested copies of 
these policies <from all police departments in the state and 
received only 19, it is possible other departments do not (or did 
not) have policies either. 

Chases for Motor Vehicles Violations 

In line with ~he CHP and Beckman studies, we found that a 
high percentage of chases were initiated in response to police 
officer observance of motor vehicle violations, not felonies. Of 
the 21 chases cited that resulted in death or serious injury, 
over half were prompted by such violations -- some of them as 
minor as having a front registration plate mis~ing or failing to 
have headlights on. 31 
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Again, policies varied widely. While coventry specified 
,! that no high speed chases should take place for violations of 

speed, Jamestown I 5 pursui t po licy , on the other hand, 
emphasized"an officer's responsibility to enforce local and state 
traffic codes. Its provision that "Failure to take appropriate 
action in traffic violations cases is considered neglect of 
duty," actually encourages rather than discourages pursuits. 

Mapy departments paid lip service to the notion that the 
seriousness of the offense' was a maj or factor in determining 
whether to begin or halt pursuits', but this seemed to be all but 
ignored in practice. In Providence, for example, high-speed 
pqrsuit policy~specifically stated that "police officers of this 
department shall not initiate chases for any traffic violations." 
However, as the summary of incidents in this report shows, 
numerous Providence police chases began for just this reason, and 
have resulted in serious injuries. 

As noted previously, chasing a speeder often only increases 
the risk and the speed of a chase. This is not to suggest that 
officer~ should not take traffic violations seriously, but rather 
that, if apprehension is important, alternate procedures should 
be used. For example, officers should make a diligent effort to 
obtain the registration number and other description of the 
vehicle and apprehend the individual at a later ,time, by tracing 
the registration to the person's residence. 32 If the registra­
tion plate is not visible ini tially and the suspected driver 

,flees, the police should break off pursuit, and instead radio 
ahead to other vehicles to be in a position to get the plate 
number. This would help to protect the public I s safety and to 
decrease the likelihood of needless deaths and injuries in Rhode 
Island. 

The tragic death of a 21 year old killed after being chas~~d 
for speeding by Lincoln Police illustrates the point. The police 
had obtained the registration plate of the car, then lost sight 
of the vehicle; rather than halt the pursuit, another cruiser 
took up the chase and the fatal accident occurred shortly 
afterwards (See #15). There are many other examples where chases 
could and "should have stopped, but did not -- and where chases 
never should have begun -- once registration information was 
obtained. 33 

'.' 

Chases of "Suspicious" Persons 

East Providence policy barred high speed chases of "suspi­
cious persons for which there would be no grounds for arrest. tv 

As obvious as this sounds, too many police chases have been 
started on such flimsy grounds as the completely unSUbstantiated 
suspicionbf a crime, and have been the cause of some serious 
accidents. 
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n Our report cites a number of examples of this problem: an 
-Octob~r 19&6 chase -- initiated by the Providence Police because 
an officer "just wanted to talkll to the car's occupants I which 
included a"4 yea~ old-- that luckily resulted in no injuries; a 
December 1986 chase, initiated by Cranston Police because a man 
waS acting "suspicious" in a McDorald' s parking lot, injuring a 
driver and passenger; and two eerily similar chases initiated by 
Coventry police merely because police susp~cted -- both times 
erroneously -- a break-in might have occurred at a store, with 
one of the pursuits resulting in the death of two teenagers. 

Obviously, mere "suspicion" of a crime should never be 
considered sufficient grounds for engaging in a dangerous chase. 

Number of Cruisers 

High speed pursui ts pose danger to other ci tizens using 
publid' roads. This danger can be magnified with each extra 
'speeding car. 34 Although high speed pursuits are allegedly 
permitted to protect public safety, we have seen as many as 
twenty police cruisers participate in one chase. 

The excessive use of multiple cruisers shows a lack of 
communic~tion between individual cars and their supervisor, or, 
more likely, a total lack of appropriate guidance by the 
supervisor. It is a shocking waste of police resources in 
addition to being a danger to the public • Territo's national 
s,tudy that examined high speed pursuit policies of 45 agencies 
from 37 states found a "clear and consistent" theme that no more 
than two vehicles be directly assigned to a pursuit, noting such 
a policy was important "to reduce the possibility of inadvertent 
collisions between police cars all converging at high speeds into 
a single area, and to decrease the potential for police/citizen 
accidents resulting from officers speeding to the aid of a 
comrade involved in the chase. u35 

Similarly, many of the policies we reviewed were explicit 
in generally restricting chases to one or two cruisers. But a 
number of departments made no mention of this issue, and even 

,i, those that did appeared to have little trouble making exceptigns 
to the rule. ~ 

Excessive Speed 

Our study also shows the extremely high speed'S common to 
police pursuits: 75 MPH on busy city streets; 90 MPH on streets 
like Post Road in Warwick and Union Avenue in PrC)vidence; and up 
to 120 MPH on the highways. 

At these speeds, no car can stop quickly enough if it should 
need to. Only two of the departments that responded to the ACLU 
placed a speed limit on high speed ~pursuit. Barrington placed a 
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60 MPH limit on chases i,which follow traffic viola.tions or 
misdemeanors; and Jamestown required that "No police vehicle 
shall give chase or pursue a fleeing vehicle at a speed greater 
than twenty (20) miles above the speed limit." 

Because ~~ many different factors are involved in the safety 
of a chase, a maximum speed limit does not, in and of itself, 
make for a safe pursuit. As one commentator has noted: "Driving 
five miles per hour over the Speed limit through a congested 
school zone could be .far more dangerous than a police officer 
driving 20 miles per hour over the speed limit in pursuit of a 
vehicle on an expressway at 4:00 AM where no other vehicles are 
present. ,,36 Nonetheless, the chases we have examined show no 
cQnsideration of such factors. Instead, the lack of any defined 
limit has been taken as a "green light" to go as fast as possible 
to apprehend a suspect, with the only limit on speed appearing to 
be the police officer's ability to handle the car. 

Inadequate Regulations and Guidelines 

A common problem in many of the departments' rules on high 
speed pursuit was their excessive ambiguity or failure to address 
basic questions. In many cases, the course of action to be used 
to apprehend different types of offenders was unclear, thus 
leaving room for the overuse of pursuits. These inadequacies 
were apparent across the board, but were especially conspicuous 
in the case of Providence and state Police. 

A. "General Considerations and Guidelines" 

We found that many police departments had the same 
four~page "model" policy, which was entitled "High Speed 
.Pursui t: General Considerations and Guidelines." Unfortunately, 
this policy was qui te ambi valent on the fundamental question 
of when to engage in a chase. It authorizes police officers 
to initiate high-speed pursuits for minor offenses, while 
also advising that "if .at all possible, especially when the 
situation involves traffic violators or other misdemeanants, 
the police officer should tak.e preventive measures in an attempt 

':;' to avoid a continuing high slpeed chase.. II The policy then 
goes on to state the following: 

A continuing high speed pursuit (over a greater distance and 
for a longer period of time) is authorized when the pursuing 
officer has reasonable grounds to arrest the person pursued 
for a serious felony or any felony involving the use or 
threat of physical force or when any vehicle is being 
operated in sUch a manner that the public safety is 
seriously endangered. (emphasis added) 

On its face, this policy might appear relatively limited as to 
when high speed pursuits should be continued. But the underlined 
section is ambiguous on a major point. Is this meant to apply to 
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an inherently dangerous operation of a car like driving under the 
influence? Or does the policy authorize a self-fulfilling 
prophecy -- that even minor traffic violators or misdemeanants 
can, be pursued over greater distances because the fact that they 
have become engaged in a pursuit now endangers the public? 

The,verbatim adoption of this policy by so many departments 
is not itself" a good sign, for it suggests that they failed to 
discuss or give serious consideration to the issue themselves or 
to determine whether any changes or additions to the policy might 

"'be appropriate. 37 Since it is called "General Considerations 
and Guidelines, " it is not surprising that the "model" policy 
contains holes to be filled in. What was surprising was the 
failure of departments to consider plugging any of the holes. 

B.Provid~nce and Stqte Police. 

Specific mention must be made of the policies of the two 
depa'rtments that figure in the largest number of chases that are 
cited in our report -- the state Police and the Providence Police 
Department. The policies and practices of these two departments 
were surprising and disturbing. 

The policy of the state Police can be summed up fairly 
simply -- they had none. Colonel Stone advised the ACLU: 

The decision to pursue or not to pursue nearly always is one 
that must be made in a split second. Consequently, we would 
be pleased if a fixed rule, applicable to all situations, 
could be devised which would ensure that our troopers would 
always make the correct decision in the space of a split 
second. To date, we have been unable to devise such a rule. 
Consequently, our training and internal discussions focus on 
a "rule of reasonableness" whereby each officer is required 
to exercise his informed judgment as to whether the public 
safety is better served by a high speed chase or by 
permitting the motorist to escape, at least for the moment. 

The only pertinent written "regulation" the State Police had 
consisted of two paragraphs, stating in large part: "The overtak-
ing of a motor vehicle law violator does not justify the police 
in any type of driving which endangers traffic. To do so merely 
doubles the traffic danger," and "The public properly resents 
State Police travelling at dangerous speeds when there is no 
necessity for it." 

It is nothing short of astounding that a state police force 
would have absolutely no formal rules to govern a matter as 
crucial as high speed pursuits. The dangerousness of the chases 
that the state police have engaged in over the years, a few of 
which are summarized later, demonstrates a rather unreasonable 
interpretation of the "rule of reasonableness" and brings into 
serious question whether unnecessarily "travelling at dangerous 
speeds" is really considered improper by top officials. 
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In 1988, a report prepared for the state police union by a 
former director of the FBI's National Police Academy appeared to 
confirm this disturbing absence of meaningful policy guidance. 
The report concluded that "many of the training, personnel and 
operational practices and polici~s of the Rhode Island state 
Police are archaic, contrary to accegt.ed police practices, and 
dangerous to troopers and the public." 8 

The Providence Police Department policy in effect in 1983, 
when first sought by the ACLU, had been adopted in 1972. In 
certain respects, it appeared fairly strict. It held officers 
"strictly responsible" for operating police vehicles "in a 
reasonable and safe manner at all times." It also barred high 
:;;peed chases "for any traffic violations or in the event a motor 
vehicle has been reported driven off without the owner's 
consent," and instead ordered officers to relay registration and 
other information about the vehicle to the dispatcher. 

'However, rather than using that information to apprehend the 
violator at a later time, the policy called for establishing 
roadblocks to try to stop the fleeing car. Because of the 
serious danger posed by roadblocks, their use has generally been 
discouraged by police departments. 39 Only recently the U. s. 
Supreme Court upheld the potential liability of police for the 
use of roadblocks causing the death of a suspect. 40 

In any event, it appears this policy was routinely ignored 
in practice, as evidenced by the variety of chases undertaken by 
Providence Police as the result of motor vehicle violations. We 
have no way of knowing how seriously the threat of "strict 
responsibility" was taken, but its impact was questionable in 
light of the on-going nature of the dangerous chases engaged in 
by Erovidenee of"ficers and the incredible number of accidents 
they get involved in. (Providence police cars have been involved 
in 582 accidents since 1985, and 194 of them in 1987 alone.)41 
To the extent any concern about "strict responsibility" was 
expressed in the past, it appeared geared more towards the cost 
of fixing damaged cruisers than the dangers of the high speed 
chases themselves. 42 

Because of this acute contradiction between the Providence 
police policy and their practices, we attempted to find out in 
1988 whether there had been any changes in the Department's 
policy in the intervening five years. Despite extended corre­
spondence wi th Officials there, we never received an answer. 
Later that year, Mayor Paolino announced that he had asked a 
former New York Police Commissioner to review all of the police 
department's policies and procedures. 43 

It is unknown what, if any, recommendations came out of that 
review, but it is unlikely that they covered the issue of high 
speed pursuits,. Only last month, it was disclosed that Provi­
dence police cadets do not undergo any practical, on-the-road 
high speed pursuit training! 
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In short, of the two major police departments in the state, 
one of them has had no policy whatsoever on high speed pursuits, 
and the other has been providing no actual training on the 
subj ect. And there are basic questions as to the extent the 
department that has a policy appears to enforce it. This state 
of affairs should be considered nothing less than scandalous. 

c. Other Departmental Policies 

Polic~es of other police departments were also unduly 
general. The Hopkinton department, for example, distinguished 
its chase procedures by suggesting that its officers pursue mis­
demeanants and traffic law violators with "less aggressiveness" 
than they would chase known or suspected felons. Yet what this 
exactly means is never made clear. Even in instances where the 
fleeing person "is known and he or she poses no immediate threat 
to-, the communi ty, " the policy rather unhelpfully states that 
"delay may be the wiser choice" on the part of the officer. 

Pawtucket's policy also urged officers to use restraint for 
less serious offenses, but was not specific enough. Pawtucket 
required that "an officer weigh the seriousness of the offense 
which has been commi tted against the hazards present to the 
health and welfare of citizens who might be affected by the 
chase. If pursuit is initiated, a continuous balancing of 
seriousness is mandatory." As our summary of incidents shows, 
the Pawtucket Police have conducted risky chases for less-than­
major offenses. 

One example of the failure of such a general policy is an 
April, 1986 chase that began with a car going the wrong way down 
a one-way street, and during the course of the pursuit by 14 
cruisers, the vehicle went through numerous stop signs and red 
lights. Pawtucket I s policy of "weighing, j:he seriousness II of the 
traffic offense seemed to be ignored in this case, since by any 
reasonable standa-rd the chase grew way out of proportion to the 
nature of the offense. 

c:/~ In short, allowing for too much "discretion" fails to 
adequately protect the public. Police departments need to adopt 
fairly explicit regulations on high-speed chases, so that 
officers have a firmer idea of when it is appropriate to engage 
in a chase and how to respond to the different factors involved 
in high speed pursuit. In their absence, chases are more likely 
to occur for inappropriate reasons. 

After all f nInthe highly charged emotional context of hot 
pursuit, even the most skilled and experienced pursuit driver may 
suffer from a momentary lapse of good judgment and not respond 
appropriately to a hazard. A clear and comprehensive set of 
pursu~t guidelines eliminates a great deal of guesswork.,,44 

> ",. 
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Of course, the various factors to be considered in exercis­
ing discretion in a high-speed pursuit can be complex. Territo 
has set out a variety of factors to be evaluated, such as: the 
seriousness of the offense; the road, traffic and weather 
conditions; the condition and type of police vehicle involved; 
the number of pedestrians in the vicinity; the type of area-­
such as school, residential, or business district; the pos­
sibility of "I apprehension in the futUre; the officer's familiar­
ity with the area; the officer's training and experience in high 
speed drivinl~ and the possibility of successfully apprehending 
the suspect. The "model" policy used by many departments cites 
some of those factors, such as road and traffic conditions and 
nature of the offense, as "major" ones. Further, the officer 
should constantly reevaluate these factors in order to decide how 
fast to pursue the suspect and when to terminate the pursuit. 46 

Obvibusly, pursuits occur in high-pressure situations, 
requiring spontaneous decision-making and a great deal of 
concentration. Explicit guidelines can be helpful for dealing 
with many of those situations, and officers should be trained to 
consider and know how to respond to the varied circ.umstances that 
can confront them during a chase. 

D At the same time, we must stress that clearly-defined 
guidelines are just one aspect of a good chase policy. In light 

o of the difficulties faced by the officer in the field, appro­
priate implementation and supervision become absolutely critical, 
and it is here where a major problem seems to lie, as will be 
discussed below. 

Failure to stop A Chase Once Begun 

Though policies of many police departments quite sensibly 
recommended that the officers terminate pursuit when the hazards 
outweigh the benefits, this is an extremely rare occurrence. 
Infrequently were chases halted, allowing a suspect to get away, 
because of the danger involved. It is possible that the calling 
off of pursuits is more common than we believe but that such 
incidents were not reported. Even if this were the case, our 
documentation of cnases that have been reported shows that 
pur;;ui ts are not called off anywhere nearly as often as they 
should. 

There are probably a nuniber of reasons for this: policies 
fail to give specific guidance, there is not an adequate exercise 
of supervisory responsibility, and police officers may feel 
obligated to see a' pursuit through to its conclusion. We have 
earlier noted the psychological and physiological factors at work 
in encouraging the continuation of dangerous pursuits. 

The policy of the Wisconsin state Patrol emphasizes a point 
cle~rly missing in many Rhode Island pursuits: 

o 
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(When) reduced sp'eed is necessary to provide a reasonable 
degree of safety to the trooper and others, the speed must 
be reduced accordingly. The speed or actions of the fleeing 
violator have no bearing on this factor. The danger created 
by the violator (does not justify) the creation of a 
similar or greater danger by the trooper ..• 47 

Many of the chases we reviewed operated directly to/the contrary, 
often, serving only to increase the dangers invo!lved. A few 
examples, cited in our summary, include the continued chase by 
Lincoln police of a speeder after the registration of the car was 
obtained, and that resulted in the driver's death (#lS); the 
lengthy chase of a 16 year old known by pol,j.ce simply to be 
driving without his mother's permission (#13~'.'; and an 80 MPH 
chase by up to a dozen Providence and Cranston police cruisers on 
busy streets in the middle of the day to pursue a stolen car 
(#29). That the variety of other perilous chases highlighted in 
this report would be allowed to continue indicates something is 
fundamentally wrong with the way top police officials view these 
pursuits. 

Lack of Supervision 

All of the experts who have studied the problem of high­
speed chases agree on the critical need for strict controls and 
supervision as a supplement to clearly-defined guidelines. 

:.1 

Territo concluded that there was a clear need to "impose 
strong controls upon the operation of police vehicles in 
emergency responses and high speed pursuits if there is to be a 
reduction in the increasing number of injuries and deaths." 48 

Another researcher on the issue has explained it this way: 
" 

\\ " 

The most important! thing is '?:supervision and control. You 
need a supervisor who's going to take the place of training 
and policy when the officer in the patrol car loses track of 
what he's doing ..•. You can control the cops, you can control 
his speed, her speed. You can control when he or she can 
chase I and under what condi tions ~ You cannot control the 
bad guy. You cannot control the innocent civilian who 
happens to be walking off the curb. since you can't control 
two of the three, you damn well have to control the first. 
You have to have very strict control on that officer. 49 

That control is noticeably lacking in Rhode Island. As just 
indicated, chases once begun rarely are voluntarily terminated 
by police. Of the chases resulting in death cited in this 
report, there are at least three instances where the police claim 
to have called off the pursuit shortly before the fatality 
occurred. without being in a position to challenge these 
statements, it does seem slightly suspicious that chases are 
allegedly called off only when there is a fatal ending. 

,.' 
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We do not know what, if any, superv~s~on has been in place 
in the many chases cited in this report. But it clearly has been 
g,rossly inadequate -- too many chases are allowed to go on for 
too long periods of time, many more, cars than are reasonably 
necessary are allowed to join in as the chase gets more danger­
ous, and pursuits occur in apparent violation of both the law and 
common sense when measured in relation to the "offense." 

The lack of adequate supervision and control may be the crux 
of the entire problem, and cannot be understated. Indeed, many 
of the other problems discussed in this section -- excessive 
speeding, numb~r of cruisers, etc. -- can ultimately be consi­
dered II symptoms !i of the real problem, a complete breakdown in any 
sort of supervisory control. 

,Lack of sanctions; Implicit Approval of Dangerous Chases 

Directly related to the problem of inadequate supervision is 
the apparent lack of meaningful sanctions imposed on officers for 
engaging in unnecessarily dangerous chases, or on the supervisors 
who allow them. This is especially disturbing when one considers 
that so many pursuits appear to have been done in violation of 
department rules and state law. While the ACLU has no direct 
knowledge of the disciplinary actions of police departments, our 
conclusion seems reasonable given the circumstantial evidence 
available. 

The Providence Police policy stated clearly that its 
requirement that police vehicles be operated in a reasonable and 
safe manner at all times "shall be strictly enforced and members 
of the department shall be strictly responsible for the provi­
sions of this regulation. " However, as noted earlier, the 
department's accident rate remains incredibly high, and the main 
concern evinced by officials appears to have been with the costs 
to the city for repairing the cruisers, not the dangers that the 
chases have posed. 

, The continued nature of the unnecessarily dangerous chases 
throughout the state inevitably leads to the conclusion that 
little such discipline is taking place. In fact, the last year 
of our study, 1987, was the worst in terms of injuries and 
death. 50 

Further, our summary of incidents shows police chiefs 
consistently defending their officers' actions in these chases, 
no matter how questionable or risky the pursuit. Perhaps the 
most striking example was the mid-day chase in November 1986 by 
twelve cruisers of ct stolen car. The chase, going through busy 
streets at up to 80 MPH, ended in a five-car collision (with a 
number of injuries to other motorists) at Bald Hill Plaza. A 
Providence police official acknowledged the danger the, chase 
posed to others, but simply blamed all the danger on the driver 
of the stolen car . Perhaps in a comment that sums up the 
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complete disinterest most police officials seem to have about the 
extrelne hazards of high speed pursuit, the Warwick police chief 
said, in response to that same chase which rashly put the lives 
of innocent bystanders in jeopardy: "Definitely you give chase. 
What do you let people do, steal a car and get away with it?"51 

This invariable public deferv?e by police officials of their 
officers i pursuits might be tolerable if it were accompanied by 
private action to correct the problem, at the very least by using 
dangerous chases as a reason to carefully review and revise their 
chase pt,licies. As far as we can tell, this simply does not 
happen. 

" Perhaps the starkest example concerrlS the Coventry police, 
.. which in September 1987 began chasing some teenagers whom they 
erroneously' suspected, without any evidence, might have been 
involved 5n a break-in. That chase fortuitously resulted in no 

" injuries, - as a police car rammed into the suspects' car shortly 
after the passengers had go~tten out to run away. The police 
department could have used this dangerous incident as a lesson to 
rev ise their high speed chasE~ pol icies and practices. Instead, 
the police chief defended the chase without reservation. Little 
more than a year later, two other innocent teenagers, who fled 
Coventry police under very similar circumstances, died in a 
crash. 

In light of this general attitude by police officials, it is 
no surprise that the dangers and deaths persist. until police 
officials take these hazards seriously, little change can be 
expected. 

other Factors 

other policies and procedures on pursuit-related issues 
cO\llp also be discussed. Iss;ues such as the use of roadblocks 
and warning signals would show varying levels of policy and 
procedure .among departments. 52 But the maj or ones are discussed 
above, and all additional fac1:.ors ultimately are symptoms of the 
more fundamental problems caul:;ed by police officials failing to 
adequately supervise chases or to take corrective action to 
prevent future dangerous pursuits. 
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v. REeOMMENDATIONS 

Based on its findings, the ACLU 
recommendations for improving public 
pursui ts: ,--" 

makes 
safety 

the 
i;.'1 

following 
high-speed 

* There should be a statewide policy on high-speed pursuits 
which is consistent with R. I. ~./tate law, and which provides 
uniformity throughout all cities a'nd towns in the state. 

*,. The c,policy should specify which types of violators will be 
pursued, and limit it to the most serious criminal offenses. 

\~) For less serious offenses, chases should 
and 0 alternatives substituted, such as taking 
registration number for later apprehension. 
officers should use maximum self-restraint. 

'be prohibited 
the driver's 
In general, 

* The policy should specifically include procedures for 
illlthe aspects of high-speed pursuits -- limits on the speed 
and number of cruisers, guidelines for the use of sirens and 
c~uiser lights, roadblocks, firearms, etc. -- and should provide 
guidance ~or the typical situations officers are likely to 
find themselves in during chases. 

* Once a clearly-defined policy is established, it should 
be periodically discussed and reviewed, in order to make 
improvements where necessary. 

/:*~AII patrol officers should be required to periodically 
undergo ""practical as well as classroom re-training in high-speed 
d~·~i;: . 
7Z~v~ng. 

/ " 

* Police departments should improve communication and 
coordination during any chas~s, to insure continuing contact 
between officers and supervisors and with other departments 
should police from more than one community become involved 
in a pursuit. 

* DisC"'lplinary procedures should be implemented against 
officers who violate depa:r;tmental high epeed pursuit policy 
or otherwise fail to use good judgment as to the benefits 
and hazards of a high-speed chase. 

* Tnere Should be strict responsibility imposed on the 
officer' s supervisor to order the termination of a pursui t 
if conditions warrant such a termination. If supervisors 
monitor chases closely, many excessively dangerous pur sui ts 
could be eliminated. 
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* For all chases -- or at least those resulting in serious 
property damage, injury or death -- a formal investigation by the 
police chief, Internal Affairs Board, or other body should be 
required. 

* Reports detailing the results of such investigations 
should be available to the public to insure public oversight on 
this issue', and shbuld be periodically reviewed to determine if 
pol.icy changes are necessary. 

* There must b~ a change in attitude by police officials as 
to the appropriateness of high speed chases in general. 

As we hope this report has shown, the time has come for 
police departments to treat high-speed pursuits much more 
differently than they are currently treated. They must be 
a~,alogized to the (lfse of weapons by officers, and scrutinized and 
dl.scouraged to the, 'same extent. 

\\ 
Until recently\", the use of firearms by police was much more 

common than it is today. The legal and policy restrictions that 
have been put in place are now routinely accepted, and have not 
seriously impeded the ability of police to enforce the law. It 
is time for the same evolution in thinking to occur with high 
speed chases. . 

In 1979, when Providence Police shot and killed two unarmed 
suspects in separate incidents, there was a large community 
outcry and a push for the enactment of legislation to restrict 
deadly force. While more people may die through high speed 
police pursuits than through the use of firearms, the same 
outcry has been lacking. That must change, for the documented 
risks of these pursuits are abun¢lantly clear. We believe the 
recommendations we have offered are reasonable ones to help 
effect that change. The al ternati ve is a continuation of the 
needless carnage that has plagued Rhode Island's streets and 
highways ove'r the years. 
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VI. A SAMPLE OF HIGH SPEED PURSUITS IN RHODE ISLAND: 1983-1987 

Below are summa~ies of 50 police high-speed pursuits that 
have taken place in -Rhode Island between 1983 and 1987. This 
listing is intended to show in a more concrete fashion than the 
previous sections just how prevalent these chases are, to give 
rea.ders a better idea of the various circumstances under which 
they arise, and to document their unduly harsh consequences. 

Most of the chases we reviewed began for various motor 
vehicle violations, and almost half of the pursuits summarized 
below resulted in death or serious injury. 

Relying on sometimes-short news stories, we recognize that 
the information contained in some of our summaries may be incom­
plete. However, since most of the stories appear to have been 
taken directly from police reports, they are more likely than not 
to have a slight bias in favor of the police version if there 
were disputed facts about a chase. In any event, we believe 
that, on their face, it is clear that the overwhelming number of 
these chases were inappropriate, unnecessarily dangerous, and 
should either have never begun or have been called off much 
sooner than they ended. We are hopeful that the summary will 
lead to a recognition of the widespread and perilous nature of so 
many of these chases. 

The glossary of symbols immediately below is used to note 
the conse~ences of each chase summarized in this section. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

# High Speed Chases Resulting in Death 
+ High Speed Chases Resulting in serious Injury 
* High Speed Chases Causing Injuries or Extensive Property Damage 
- Other Risky High Speed Chases 

- 1G January 1993: After a car allegedly speeded through an 
intersection in Pawtucket, a long and dangerous chase ensued, 
involving four police departments. The chase went through 
Pawtucket, Lincoln, North Providence and Providence, and reached 
speeds of 100 MPH on the highway. Several shots were fired at 
the fleeing car. The chase finally ended in Providence when the 
fleeing car hit a utility pole,and then slammed against a police 
cruiser. Damage to the vehicles was not specified, and no 
injuries were reported. Obviously, this chase was potentially 
much more dangerous than the original offense of speeding through 
an intersection. 

+ .2 • May 1983: A Westerly patrol officer sustained multiple 
injuries after his cruiser struck two utility poles. The officer 
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had chased a motorcyclist driving at high speed at 1:20 in the 
fI morning. The motorcyclist was charged with operating his bike 

with a suspended license and \olith eluding a police officer. 

- 3. June 1983: The Providence Police pursued a suspected 
stolen car tram downtown ~nd then 80 MPH down smith street. The 
driver swerved twice to try to force the cruiser off the road. 
The chase finally ended when the fleeing driver made a bad turn, 
ran across somebody's lawn and into a porch. 

* 4. August 1983: At about 5: 30 PM, the North Providence 
,Police chased a motorcyclist who was riding without a registra­
tion plate. The chase went about 3/4 of a mile from Mineral 
Spring Avenue and then into Providence. The police cruiser 
struck another motorist on Charles Street, and both the officer 
~nQ the "innocent bystander" driver were injured. The motor­
cyclist got away. 

A police spokesman was quoted as saying the officer was 
using "reasonable speed," and was in compliance with the 
department's policies. Certainly, driving a without a registra­
tion plate is not serious enough to warrant a chase on busy 
streets at 5:30 PM. 

=#I 5. ,)August 1983: The Smithfield Police had pulled over two 
motorcyclists. Although the details are not clear from the news 
story, an officer indicated it was decided to follow one of the 
cyclists "because of a discrepancy in his license." A chase 
ensued on Route 7, and one cyclist was killed when he lost 
control on a curve and struck a telephone pole. The other 
cyclist was charged with reckless driving. 

smithfield's policy discouraged pursuits of people who are 
merely "suspicious," and for whom "there would be no grounds for 
arrest." It says pursuits "should only be undertaken when all 
other avenues of apprehension are not available and the offense 
is serious enough to so warrant said pursuit." 

* 6", January 198.4: Police from three departments (Provi­
dence, East Providence, and Seekonk) joined a chase of a 
suspected stolen car· .at 8:00 PM -- from Providence, to 195 East f 

to various streets in East Providence. The chase finally ended 
when the car (containing 4 occupants) smashed into East Provi­
dence cruisers at a road block, flipping over a cruiser and 

,rolling at least twice after that. Two officers were injured, 
and the, OCCUp~l)ts of the pursued car were .. shaken up." 

* 7. February 198~: The Providence Police were responding to 
a domestic dispute, when the man involved in tbe alleged dispute 
bol ted in his car. He was chased through Smith Hill, but the 
POlice lost- him. A while later, the police Ichased him again 

, until his car qollided with two police cruisers. At least half a 
dozen police cars were damaged in the chase. 
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- 8. March 1984: An off-duty Cranston police officer led 
W~l.~"'ick police on a chase at speeds of up to 100 mph on Post 
Rbad, after the car hit a median and sped off without stopping. 
The outrageousnes~ of this chase is in.the result: because he was 
a police officer, he was only charged with failure to report an 
accident, instead of the various charges such as speeding, 
reckless driving and eluding the police that most persons are 
charged with after a chase. The police chief candidly stated: 
"If he wasn't a known person probably the decision would be to 
charge him with a more serious charge." He further expressed 
support for the charges brought by the officers because "they get 
paid to make a decision and I'm not going to question any 
decisions they are going to make." 

\j~. 9. October 1984: Thi,~ was a police chase from Newport to 
Braintree, Mass. a chase of almost 50 miles -- that was 
sometimes at speeds greater than 100 MPH. The incident began 
when a security guard at Salve Regina college reported that a car 
struck a parking lot wall and then left at a high rate of speed. 
Newport cruisers began chasing the car after it was spotted, but 
dropped out on East Main Road in Middletown because of safety 
concerns. However, Middletown and Portsmouth police took over 
the chase, which headed into Massachusetts, and the car was 
pursued by police there. Police ultimately lost sight of the car 
in Braintree. 

+ 10. October 1984: A man who allegedly broke into a 
Providence clothing store at about 2: 00 in the morning suffered 
severe injuries when his car crashed into a pole while being 
chased by police. The chase began after officers saw the store 
door' open and a man inside; the suspect ran to a waiting car and 
sped off, and a chase through Federal Hill ensued, ending in the 
crash. Police found about 50 pairs of jeans in the car. 

ill. December 1984: At about 1:00 AM, two Pawtucket Police 
cruisers were pursuing a 17-year-old driver whom they were trying 
to pull oV'er for speeding. They chased him at high speeds 
through various Pawtucket streets. The officers said they 
finally decided to call off the chase because it was becoming 
too dangerous, but moments later, the teenage driver's car 

. slanuned into a utility pole. The youth died instantly. "We 
believe in abandoning a chase when it gets too fast," a police 
spokesperson said, although this chase had already continued 
through numerous city streets. Further, a look at the two other 
Pawt.}lcket chases cited in this section (Numbe:-s 1 and 24) also 
suggests that chases don't get abandoned so easlly. 

, t 12. January 1985: A 17-year old driver was killed after an 
18 mile chase through Smithfield, Glocester, Scituate and Foster, 
when his car ran into a tree. The chase began when smithfield 
police spotted the car without a front license plate. smithfield, 
Glocester and state police participated in the chase, which also 
involved a series of roadblocks that the victim swerved around 
during the course of the pursuit. 
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* 13<> February 1985: Up to ten police cars from three police 
departments -- North .Kingstown, South Kingstown and Charlestown-­
engaged in a 22 mile chase to pursue a 16-year old driving his 

.' mother; s car without permission. The chase reached speeds of up 
,~ to 85 mph, and police cars tried to "box" the car in, finally 

forcipg . the youth off the road. A patrolman ltaS hurt and some 
cars damaged. This lengthy and potentially \.dangerous chase 
co~tinued e¥en though the officers knew the age of the driver and 
what his "offense" was. 

* 14. February 1985: Al though authori ties said the cars 
weren't going fast, a 19-year old received injuries when his car 
st~uck a. tree after being pursued by Charlestown and Westerly 
police. The chase began when the driver refused to pullover for 
"a routine check" at 1 AM. 

# 15. April 1985: The Lincoln Police tried to pullover a 
driver for speeding at about 11: 00 PM on Great Road. Three 
cruisers chased him at high speeds through various Lincoln 
streets and onto Route 146. The officers claimed that, because 
of the danger, they decided to abandon. the chase when it attained 
a speed of 60 MPH on Sayles Road. Less than a mile down the road 
after that, however, the car hit a telephone pole. The driver 
died of extensive head injuries. Even after an officer had taken 
down the registration plate and lost sight of the car, the 
pursuit was picked up again. Thus, why the chase went on for as 
long as it did was a question left unanswered. 

* 16. June 1985: The Providence Police chased a car for 
speeding, from Olneyville to Route 10, to 95 South, to Route 2 in 
Cranston, and finally into warwick. The chase reached speeds of 
up to 100 MPH and involved a total . of six police cruisers. 
During" the chase" the fleeing car hit two cruisers and a parked 
car. The driver was finally cut off by cruisers near the 
shopping malls. Minor injuries were reported, and many cars were 
damaged -- and the chase itself was obviously much more dangerous 
than letting a speeding car go, and apprehending the suspect 
later, would have been. 

+ 17.. June 1985: After seeing a motorcyclist speed the 
wrong way down a one-way street, the East Providence Police 
chased him down Taunton Avenue and onto Route 195. The cyclist 
lost control near the South Main street exit and tumbled over the 
median into the high-speed lane on the other side, where another 
car hit him. The cyclist.was in critical condition the next day. 

+ 18. July 1985: Lincoln Police, seeing a motorcyclist with 
two riders go through a stop sign without stopping, ini tiateda 
chase at 85 MPH ('down Smithfield Avenue and into Pawtucket. The 
chase ended when "the cyclist ran a red light and struck a car. 
Both riders were thrown into the air, and the cyclist -- whose 
body slammed into a wall -- was permanently paralyzed. 
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+ 19. September 1985: The detal.Is were not provl.ded on what 
provoked this chase, in which the Cranston Police followed two 
people .in a car through four municipalities: Cranston, Warwick, 
East Providence and Providence. The chase ended when the fleeing 
car hit a tree on a street in Providence, and the car burst into 
flames. Both the occupants were injured; the passenger had head 
and neck injuries from slamming into the windshield. Also, the 
pursued car had struck another car during the chase, ripping 

'much of its back portion off and rupturing the fuel tank, but no 
information was provided on the condition of that driver. 

- 20. November 1985: This extremely dangerous chase started 
after a speeder on 95 North in Attleboro, went through various 
.Mqssachusetts . streets, onto 95 and then 195, into East Provi­
dence, and finally stopped in Swansea when the fleeing car 
"tangled" with a R.I. state cruiser. In total, t)'le chase lasted 
for 37 minutes, involved 20 cruisers (including the State Police 
and Providence and East Providence Police) and reached speeds of 
120 MPH! Fortunately, there were no inj uries, only some car 
damage. The driver was charged with drunk driving and many other 
traffic violations, and was also alleged to have cut off 
i1numerous cars and endangered the life and safety" of their 
o~cupants. It is unclear, however, how much of that danger may 
have been· brought on by the nature of the chase itself. 

. + 21. March 1986: The Providence Police chased after a car 
which had. been speeding. The four teenagers in the car were 
chased through various city streets and finally onto Route 10 at 
speeds of up to 80 MPH. The chase ended when the car overturned 
at an exit ramp. All four teenagers were injured, the driver 
seriously. 

~ 22. April 1986: On Route 95 near Atwells Avenue, the 
Providence Police" started chasing a car for speeding. The chase 
continued at speeds of more than 90 MPH through various city 
streets, on Route 10 and finally to the Hartford Park Housing 
proj ect. It ended when the fleeing car collided with a cruiser 
and skid,~ed down an embankment. The collision caused damage to 
the cruHler, as well as injuries to the patrolman. 

:# 23. April 1986: Unlike the overwhelming number of cases, 
this police chase was for someone suspected of a felony. 
However, three innocent people who happened to be motoring near 
the chase were struck, and an 8-month-old baby was killed. 

At about 8: 00 PM, the Providence Police were chasing a 
suspected armed robber at extremely high speeds. The fleeing 
driver struck another car, shearing the "innocent" car in two and 
causing it to tumble 150 feet down an embankment. All three 
passengers in that car, a couple and their 8-month-old baby, 
were s$riously injured; the baby died later that night. 
Meanwhile ,after ricocheting against the other car, the pursued 
car slamined into a utility pole. The fleeing driver had a broken 
leg and internal injuries; his two passengers were also serioUSly 
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a broken neck. All five 
(The driver was arraigne.q 

next day for the baby's 

- 24. Apri1 1986: The pawtucket Police spotted a car going 
the wrqng way down a one-way street. The ensuing chase went from 
Pawtucket, onto North Main street into Providence, back into 
Pawtucket, then along smithfield Avenue for several miles into 
Lincoln. The chase finally ended at a roadblock in Lincoln. 
This chase lasted for 17 minutes, involved a total of 14 cruisers 
from four departments (Pawtucket, Providence, Lincoln and state 
Police), and reached speeds of up to 75 MPH on city streets. 
Altogether, the dr~ver had gone through 11 stop signs and 9 red 
lights without stopping. No injuries or damage were reported, 
but the chase obviously precipitated greater hazards than the 
original wrong-way offense. 

+ 25. May 1986: The state Police chased a speeding car down 
Route 95 for 17 miles at more than 80 MPH. The chase ended near 
the Connecticut border, where the fleeing car hit a guardrail and 
rolled over the roof of a police cruiser. Both cars skidded 100 
feet, and were demolished. The driver was critically injured, 
and the trooper was slightly injured. 

* 26. May 1986: A car which ran a red light in Providence 
was chased by three police departments --at speeds of more than 
100 MPH -- for a total of twenty minutes. Specifically, the 
fleeing driver was chased from Olneyville, down Broad Street, 
into eastern Cranston, then down Reservoir Avenue toward the 
Warwick Malls. The Providence, Cranston and Warwick police 
departments were all involved. The driver finally lost control 
of his car at Route 5 and Bald. Hill Road in Warwick. His car 
overturned, burst into flames and was demolished. The driver was 
pulled from the wreckage with. injuries, and was charged with 
reckless driving and eluding a police officer. 

+ 27. October 1986: The Providence Police did not provide a 
clear explanation for starting this dangerous chase of six people 
in a Rftr.The story quoted one officer as saying: "We just 
wanted,t.o talk with them, but he [the driver] swung past... For 
whatever reason, this car was chased at high speeds through 
numerous city streets, where it finally slammed into another car. 
The pursued car contained four adult passengers and two infants. 
At least three people were injured: the fleeing car driver's head 
smashed through the windshield; a passenger (his wife) received 
multiple bruises and cuts; and the other car's driver was trapped 
for a half-hour before being cut free from the wreckage and 
treated at R. I. Hospital. Afterwards, police learned that the 
woman was wanted for failing to appear in District Court on a 
prostitution charge. 

* 28. November 1986: Providence and Cranston police chased a 
suspected stolen car for 10 miles on busy streets at speeds of up 
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to 80 MPH in the mid-afternoon. It started on Cranston street in 
Providence, and continued through Cranston, and finally on Route 
2 into Warwick, through heavy midday shopping traffic near the 

o malls. During the chase, the car sideswiped a vehicle with two 
children passengers. The chase ended when the fleeing driver 
crashed into another car at Bald Hill Plaza, setting off a chain 
reaction accident. A total of 12 cruisers were involved in the 
chase, and the five-car collision which ended it resulted in 
injuriesOto four people. 

A Providence Police official admitted that the chase 
endangered pedestrians and motorists, but maintained that police 
officers drove in a "reasonable and prudent" manner, and blamed 
the driver. Eyewitnesses and people involved in the accident 
took a different point of view. 

* 29. December 1986: North Providence Police chased a driver 
who had allegedly left the scene of a minor accident on Mineral 
Spring Avenue. The driver was chased onto Doug-las Avenue, into 
Providence, where Providence Police joined the chase. During the 
pursuit, he rammed into some police cruisers, was shot at after 
allegedly trying to run down an officer, evaded a roadblock, and 
drove his car along a sidewalk to evade police. The car finally 
crashed into a curb. No injuries were reported, but the fleeing 
driver had struck. and damaged three other cars during the chase. 
One police cruiser had to swerve off the road to avoid collision. 
The driver was charged with assault with a dangerous weapon-­
his car -~ and a variety of traffic offenses. 

* 30. December 1986: Cranston Police wanted to question a 
"suspicious" person whose car was parked in a McDonald's lot. The 
driver bolted, and was chased into Providence, through various 
city streets, and then onto Route 10. The Providence Police 
also joined the chase, which finally ended when the fleeing car 
flipped onto its roof at the Atwells Avenue exit. The car was 
crushed and caught on fire. The driver and a passenger were both 
injured. 

j 31. April 1987: An under-aged driver (15 years old) and 
his passenger (14) were seen speeding down Spring Street in 
Newport at 4: 00 AM.. They did not pullover for police, and a 
high speed chase ensued down Broadway and onto West Main Road at 
85 MPH. The chase ended shortly over the Middletown line when 
the car hit a telephone pole, and the 14-year-old passenger was 
killed. (Just by horrendous coincidence, that boy's sister had 
been killed in a car accident six weeks earlier.) The Newport 
off,tcer had stopped the chase and radioed to Middletown Police as 
the"pursuit approached the town boundaries, but the car had sped 
up to escape, prompting the fatal accident. 

A police spokesman denied that the pursuit was "high speed," 
saying it continued "at a speed higher than you'd want to 
normally drive that road, but not really at a dangerous rate." 
The Chief said the pursuing officer followed all department 
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policies; and was "very' prudent in his actions." The Middletown 
Police Chief noted that dozens of accidents had occurred at that 
telephone pole, but said: "The problem isn't the pole, it's the 
people who exceed the speed limit around that curve." 

, . . 
+ 32. April 19~7: The East Providence and Providence Police 

got involved in a chase which started in Seekonk, when VCR 
recording equipment was stolen from a store at about 10:00 AM. 
Police" chased the robbers all the way into Fox Point in Provi­
'dence, where the fleeing car smashed head on into an oncoming car 
on Ives Street. A woman driving the other car was seriously 
injured, and her car demolished. Also, another parked car was 
struck, and the fleeing passenger was injured. (The fleeing 
driver got away on foot.) 

This extremely dangerous chase, initiated against suspected 
shoplifters, was made even more dangerous by bad street condi­
tions on a snowy and rainy day. An East Side Monthly editorial, 
calling the, chase an "idiotic parade," stated that residents "are 
very much at risk, faced with a police mentality that thinks 
nothing of turning our quiet byways into the raceways of a Dirty 
Harry. • • • That ,a young woman almost lost her life on a quiet 
residential street over three stolen video recorders is absurd." 
A resident of Fox Point also succinctly noted, in a letter to the 
editor: "We question the rationale of risking lives for stolen 
video equipment." 

+ 33. May 1987: After more than two dozen motorcycle riders 
rode through the Newport Bridge toll booths without paying, the 
State Police and local police chased the cyclists through 
Jamestown, South Kingstown, and North Kingstown. Al though the 
details are sketchy, one cyclist t~1as seriously injured when he 
hit the back of a car on Route 1 in North Kingstown. Failing to 
pay a $2 toll would not, seem to warrant such a chase. 

* 34. May 1987: Acting purely on grounds of suspicion, the 
Providence Police chased a car through various city streets, 
which ended when the fleeing car hit an innocent motorcyclist, 
and then a utility pole. The motorcyclist was knocked to the 
ground ~nd injured. As it turned out, the fleeing suspect was a 
purse-snatcher who h~d fled in a stolen car, but the police were 
not aware of this when the chase began. It was one of the few 
instances of a questionable and risky police' chase catching 
somebody who was "hiding" other crimes. 

- 35. July 1987: The Coventry, East Greenwich and North 
Kingstown police were all involved in a 50-minute-Iong chase of a 
17 year old suspected burglar and car thief. The suspect was 
Chased through these three towns, swerving into the opposi te 
lane, running several red lights, stop signs and even a road­
block.The chase ended when a North Kingsto\in officer shot at 
the rear

dl 
tire, and the driver lost control. 

" 
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+ 36.. July 1987: A tragedy was barely averted when the 
Providence Police chased a susp~cted stolen car which was 
allegedly speeding on Thurbers Avenue at .s: 30 PM. The chase 
continued onto Route 95, then into the Elmwood area, through 
various residential streets onto Longfellow Terrace, where a 3-
year-old boy darted out from a driveway, and ran into the side of 
a cruiser. The child was treated at R. I. Hospital for various 
bruises. 

+ 37. July 1987: Later that same night, the Providence 
Police chased a car because it did not have registration plates. 
The fleeing car contained three youths, who were inj ured when 
their

u 
car finally slammed into a telephone pole. ThA driver had 

two broken legs and internal injuries, and the car was twisted 
"into a horseshoe shape." 

* 38. August 1987: The Providence Police pulled over a 
driver who was driving at night with no headlights on. However, 
the driver then sped off, and a chase ensued onto smith Street, 
down Routes 95 and 195, onto Broadway in East Providence, and 
back onto Route 195 into Providence, off the Washington street 
bridge exit. By this time, East Providence Police had joined the 
chase. The fleeing driver struck a cruiser, drove through a few 
back yards, hit another cruiser, and finally went over a guard 
l;'ail and hit a utility pole. The driver suffered head injuries, 
and the cruisers were damaged. 

- 39. August 1987: The West Greenwich Police started chasing 
a car which had no front license plate and which was allegedly 
driving over the center line. The chase eontinued for 20 miles, 
down Route 95, and was joined by six other cruisers from the Wes,t 
Greenwich and state Police departments. During the chase, th.'e 
driver jerked his car into "a West Greenwich officer's cruise:r.'. 
The fleeing car then sideswiped an overpass, hit a light pole, 
and finally stalled in connecticut. No injuries were reported, 
but there was damage to at least two patrol cars. 

- 40. September 1987: Members of the Attorney General's 
anti-drug task force tried to approach a man in Fox point after 
they allegedly witnessed a drug transaction. The man sped off in 
his pickup truck onto Routes 195, 95 and 146, then onto Mineral 
Spring Avenue. The driver was finally stopped at Ferra street. 
The chase had J.::aached a speed of over 100 MPH. Although no 
injuries or damage were reported as a result of this chase, it 
was obviously very dangerous. 

- 41. S~ptember 1987: Some teenagers were seen at 2:00 AM 
near a store in Coventry, in an area that had recently had many 
break-ins. l;,sthe Coventry, Police approached, the driver took 
off. The teenagers' car was chased through several stops signs, 
and over winding roads for four miles at speeds of up to SO MPH. 
The car finally stopped when it drove into some trees. A police 
cruiser came around the bend and hit the car, but the teenagers 
had already left it and were running away. It turned out that 
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the driver had simply been waiting for a friend when the chase 
started. ' 

Covent;ry Police policy stated th'at high speed chases were 
limited to situations where there is "reasonable cause to 
believe" that a felony has been committed. It later turned out 
that there was no break-in at the store. However, the Chief was 
quoted as saying the chase was justified because of "among other 
things, the "heinous" nature of the crime the teens might have 
committed! A year later, however, a virtually identical chase by 
the same pol ice c .... ' department, undertaken on similar suspicions, 
would result in two deaths. 

* 42. September 1987: A driver and passenger who were 
suspected of a break-in and of fire-arm possession were chased by 
the Providence Police for 27 minutes through the city streets. 
The chase went from Elmwood to South Providence, to Cranston, 
back to Providence on Broad Street, through downtown and Fox 
Point, Route 195, through downtown again, up College Hill toward 
University Heights, and up Doyle Avenue. The two fleeing men 
were eventually stopped off Hope Street by a police roadblock. 
During this long chase, a total of eight cars were struck. One 
police officer and one pedestrian were also struck, suffering 
minor injuries. 

* 43. September 1987: This chase, in which the fleeing truck 
finally burned and gave off toxic fumes, included police from six 
departments, including East Providence, Providence, warwick and 
state Police. It started on Pawtucket Avenue in East Providence 
when a truck driver was stopped for allegedly failing to pay 
enough for some gasoline. (The company voucher he had given the 
gas station was thought not to have covered the whole amount; as 
it turned out, it did.) It was 6:15 PM on the Saturday night of 
a holiday weekend, so traffic was not insignificant. 

,-~ 

After the driver took off, a chase ensued onto Route 195 
West, then Route 95 South through Cranston and Warwick -- at 
speed9 of up to 80 MPH. The fleeing 18-wheeler was pursued ~ 
dozens of police cars, according to the news account. D uri n g 
this chase, many cruisers were struck, and other motorists were 
endangered. Police shot the tires out, the truck began zigzag­
gingopt of control, and it finally crashed into a tree (near the 
fork of Routes 4 and 95), burst into flames and -- becaus,~ the 
truck was transporting 1,000 pounds of resin -- gave off toxic 
fumes. The truck was totally burned, and total damage estimate 
for the truck and cargo was estimated at $200,000. Police 
cruisers were also damaged, but no major injuries wer~ reported. 
The driver had apparently fled because an outstanding New York 
warrant charged him with a parole violation. 

As one" ,police officer said, it was "lucky" that "some 
civilian" didn.'t get killed -- and this risk was all because of 
the driver's iri~ufficient gas voucher. 

\ 
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I 44. September 1987: At about 1:00 in the afternoon, the 
North Kingstown Police went to a woman's residence for question­
ing; they thought she might be a person who was wanted on an 
outstanding arrest warrant for a misdemeanor. However, according 
to police, when the woman saw the cruiser from her car, she took 

. off. The police chased her car on Post Road at speeds up to 85 
MPH. The fleeing driver forced motorists off the road during the 
chase. Just after the North Kingstown Police allegedly called 
off the 0 chase and radioed ahead to Narragansett and South 
Kingstown, the driver's car lost control, climbed a stone wall 
and "slammed into a tree. The driver was pronounced dead at the 
scene. 

Pursuing a vehicle on this busy street at 1: 00 PM was 
clearly inappropriate und,er the circumstances. Yet the town's 
police chief praised the pursuing officer for keeping the car in 
sight and backing off from the chase, saying the officer followed 
d\spartment policy "to\.~a T." He cited that policy as being: "My 
policy is no high speed chases. Keep the car in sight, if you 
can. " But it is hard to understand how such a pursuit should 
have started in the first place. 

t 45. September 1987: At about 1:30 AM, the Warwick Police 
gave chase to a motorcyclist who was suspected of being involved 
~n a minor accident and who was speeding. The cyclist was chased 
along West Shore Road at speeds of up to 80 MPH. Eventually, the 
cyclist went through a red light, crashed into a car, and died. 
The driver of the other vehicle was also injured. A police 
official called the chase proper since the man was "possibly" 
wanted for being involved in an altercation with a driver and an 
accident. 

+ 46. October 1987: Lincoln and State Police began a chase 
against a driver who ran a red light. The chase, which reached 
speeds in excess of 100 mph, ~.1so ,,,ent into North Providence and 
Providence. It ended when the driver attempted to ram a police 
cruiser, the car then flipped over, and the driver sustained 
serious head injuries, leaving him in critical condition. Police 
said he Wc.\S wanted by Massachusetts police for a parole viola­
tion. 

* 47. October 1987: Police from several communities, 
including Warren and East Providence, chased a stolen car at more 
than 100 MPH on Route 195. During the chase, a patrolman was 
injured, three police cruisers were s\truck, and the fleeing car 
smashed into a wall in East Providence. 

- 48. November 1987: State police engaged in a chase 
reaching speeds up to 120 miles per hour after trying to stop a 
car with no license plates in Providence. On the interstate, the 
driver lost control of his car after trying to pass another car, 
struck a guardrail and crossed both lanes of traffic. Luckily, 
no injuries were reported. 
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'* 49." November 1987: A Providence police officer suffered 
head and back injuries when his cruiser was struck by a stolen 
car being pursued by another cruifler. The two teenagers in the 
car sped off again after the accident, and were finally appre­
hended after the car struck a chainlink fence. 

- 50. December 1987: state police began a chase on Route 10 
after a car passed by at a high rate of speed. After the car was 
halted, the driver sped off, collided with a taxicab, continued 
through various Providence streets, and was finally stopped whe,n 
his car collided with that of the state trooper's and mounted a 
sidewalk. The driver was charged with various traffic viola­
tions. 

* * * * * 
We conclude this section with brief summaries of the three 

police high speed pursuits since 1988 that have resulted in 
death: 

* 51. December 1988: Two teenage women -- one the mother of 
a two-year-old -- were killed when their car hit a utility pole 
atter beipg chased by Coventry police. The chase began when the 
car sped away from a convenience store, and a police officer 
suspected from this that a robbery might have taken place. The 
police chief defended the chase completely. Ironically, the same 
police department had engaged in an almost identical chase a year 
earlier except; that there were no injuries that time. At that 
time as well, the "chief defended the chase on the grounds that 
t.he teens might have a coromi tted a crime 0 If, instead, the 
department had used that incident to review their chase prac­
tices, this later tragedy could have very well been avoided. 

# 52. March 1989: This cbase began after an undercover 
officer saw a youth buying drugs on a street corner. Speeding 
away at mor.e than 70 MPH, the teenager evaded one police car. A 
patrol offlcer going the other way tried to cut off the car, but 
the youth drove onto the wrong side of the road to avoid the 
cruiser, sideswiping one car and forcing another off the road. 
Finally, the suspect hit broadside another car coming out of a 
supermarket parking lot, killing the innocent driver. The 
suspect was charged with manslaughter. A witness to the accident 
was quoted as saying: "Whatever reason they were chasing him, is 
it worth somebody's life?" 

i 53. July 1989: Two S. Kingstown police officers tried to 
pull a car over after finding it had no inspection sticker. The 
police chased the car on Route 1, where it was travelling nearly 
100 MPH in the breakdown lane. The car allegedly swerved towards 
two other police officers who were issuing a ticket to another 
vehicle, and one of those officers fired a shot at the car -- in 

~ the midst of many bystanders who were stuck in traffic -- as it 
drove off. Shortly thereafter, state police joined in the chase, 
and the car then struck an embankment, was thrown in the air and 
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landed on its roo£. 
seriously injured. 

The driver was killed and a passenger was 

The pplice chief conducted an investigation of ... the police 
officer',s use of his weapon, and concluded that the officer had 
not violated department policy. However, it appears no review 
was conducted of the 'propriety of the deadly chase itself, which 
occurred for the "crime" of not having an inspection sticker. 

* * * * * 
. "This latest incident only seems to confirm the ACLU' s 

repeated concern expressed throughout the report that high speed 
chases are not treated with the significance they deserve, and 
that it is time these dangerous pursui ts received the same 
scrutiny: that the use of firearms does. That the public would be 
alarmed abolJt, and' a police department would conduct an inves­
tigation of, a police officer's firing of a shot at a fleeing 
vehicle in a high-speed chase, but would not think twice about 
the chase itself -- a chase that was started for a minor vehicle 
code violation and that caused a person's death -- epitomizes all 
that is wrong with the prevalent attitudes about high-speed 

0. 

pursul.ts. 

We are hopeful that this most recent tragedy will not simply 
end up as another statistic, but will instead serve as an 
important reminder of the need for immediate reform before any 
more such needless deaths occur. 



.. ') 

INDEX O~ POLICE HIGH SPEED CHASES 
(LISTED BY REPORT NUMBER) 

* indicates a chase that resulted in death 
+ indicates a chase that resulted in serious injury 

Charlestown. • • • • • .. • • • • • • " • • • • • .13 14 

Coventry • .. · . • • • • .. • • • • " .. • • • • 35 41 51 # 

Cranston • · .. . . " • • • " • o • · .. .19+ 26+ 28 30 

East Providence. • • .. • .. • .6 17+ 20 32+ 38 43 47 

Glocester. · . . • • • • • • • • • • • • • • .. 12# 

JamestoWD c 

Lincoln 

• • " • 

• • • • • 

Middletown • · .. .. 
Newport. .. • · .. .. 

.. 

• 

• • " :. 

• • • • • 

• • 

• • • II • 

• • .. • • • • • 

• • • .1 15# 

• • • · . • 

• • • • • • .. 
North Kingstown. • • 

North Providence 

" · .. " " • • • • • 13 33+ 

• • 

Pawtucket. • · . . • 

Portsmouth · . . • • II 

Providence.. 1 
28 

367 
32+ 34 

Smithfield .. • " • • .. 

• • • 

• • II 

eO," • • 

10+ 
36+ 

• • , • 

South Kingstown. • · -.. .. 

.. .. • • • 

• • · . . 
.. • • .. 
16 20 21+ 

37+ 38 42 

· . · .. • 

• " . • • 

state Police •• 12# 20 24 25+ 33+ 39 

Warren ... • • • • • • " • • • • .. . . • 

Warwick ... • • • • • • • • II · . . . . • 

west Greenwich . . . i; 
• • • • • · . • • 

:ly • · . . . • • • • • · .. • • · .. 

• • • 

• • • 

• • 

22 
43 

• 

" · . 
• • • 

.. 

.. 
23# 

49 

• 

• 
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• • • • 

• • • .8 

• • • • 

· .. • .. 

.. 

• 

• 

• 
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.. 

• 

35 

• 

.1 

• 

24 
50 

• 
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.. • 33+ 

24 

• • 

• .9 
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• 

11 # 

· . 
26 
52# 

• 5# 

33+ 

46+ 

• 9 

31# 

53# 

29 

24 

.. 9 
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12# 
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• • • .2+ 14 

39 



40 

FOOTNOTES 

1 •... According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administra­
tion, 255 people died in police chases nationwide in 1987. cited 
in John M. Leighty, "Hot Debate Over those High-Speed Police 
Pursuits," Trenton Times, January 22, 1989. 

2. Geoffrey P. Alpert. and Patrick R. Anderson, "The Most Deadly 
Force: Police pursuits" 3 Justice Quarterly, p. 3, March 1986. 

3. Leonard Territo, "citizen Safety: Key Element in Police 
Pursuit Policy," 18 Trial 31, August 1982. 

4. See Alpert & Anderson, pp. 8-9. Alpert has since performed 
an analysis of Dade county, Florida police pursuits. We did not 
have access to that report, but it apparently uncovered no major 
problems wi th that department I s policies, largely due to the 
presence of strong supervision of officers regarding chases. The 
lack of adequate supervision as a major factor in the danger of 
high speed pursuits is noted later in this report. 

5. Department of the Cali'fornia Highway Patrol , "Pursuit Study," 
June, 1983 (cited hereinafter as "CHP study"). The one criticism 
leveled against this study is that since it relies mainly on 
pursuits conducted on highways, its applicability to urban chases 
is open to question. 

6. Erik Beckman , "A" Report to 
Police Pursuits," October 1985. 
reprinted in "Pursuit Driving," 
2.6. 

" 
7. Beckman, p. 26. 

8. CHP study, p •.. 8 • 

Law Enforcement on Factors in 
The findings in this report were 
Mich. Police Chiefs, May 1986 at 

9. ' Id. Despi te these disturbing statistics, the study summarily 
and rather cold-heartedly concluded that the death and injury to 
innocent people "is necessary to avoid the greater loss that 

'would occur if law enforcement agencies were not allowed to 
aggressively pursuec:~¥'iolators." P. 21. 

10. Beckman, p. 11; CHP study, p. 18. 

11. Beckman, p. 12. 

12. CHP study, p. 72(;' Beckman, p. 26. 

13. CHP study, p. 20. 

14. Beckman, p. 21. 

15. Beckman, p. 13. 
(I 



41 

16. Territo, p~ 34. 
,l 

17. ;'High Speed Pursuits: Police Officer and Municipal Liability 
for Acpidents Involving the Pursued and an Innoce:l1t Third Party," 
16 Set/on Hall Law Review 101, 116 (1986). 

18. 19. 

i9. Alpert & Anderson, p. 2. 

l,20~ Tennessee v. Garner, 471 U.S. 1, 105 S.ct. 1697 (1985). 

21.'105 S.ct. at 1701. 

22. 105 S.ct at 1700-01. 

23. Richard G. Zevitz, "Police Civil Liability and the Law of 
High Spe,ed Pursuit," 70 Marquette Law Review 237, 239 (1987). 

2'4. Id. 
J -

;~ 5. l Leighty, supra note 1. 

26. Quoted in Leighty, supra note 1. 

27. David Pierini;' "Police Driver Training Called Lacking," 
Providence Journal, August 21, 1989. 

28. "Irresponsible Police Chase", Providence Journal, November 
10, 1979. 

29. "Perils of High Speed Police Chase," December 24, 1982; 
"They went Thataway," August 23, 1989. 

30. Matt Bai, "Crash Kills Westerly Man After Police Chase on 
Rte. 1," Providence Journal, July 16, 1989; Laura Meade, 
UMotorist Killed by Suspect's Car," Providence Journal, March 23, 
1989. 

31. In 1982 -- a year not covered by our study -- a 13-year old 
boy' was killed in a short pursuit after Providence police began 
chasing him for riding an unregistered dirt bike! 

32. One of the few instances where this was reported done was in 
August, 1985 wnen a Cra~,ston motorcyclist led Providence police 
on a chase at speeds of-up to 95 MPH on Route 10 for running a 
stop sign. Cranston police, notified of the plate number, traced 
it and sent a car to the cyclist's home. It is unclear how long 
Providence polic,e engaged in this speedy chase, but the arrest of 
the person at home is a striking example of the alternatives 
available to police that are so rarely used. 



42 

3 3~) In fact, there were a number of pursui ts we reviewed that 
began after a car had already been stopped and then sped off. 
One assumes that police already had enough information to be able 
to apprehend the driver later, making unnecessary the pursuit 
that followed. 

34. However, it should be noted out that the CHP study was 
unable to find a statistically significant connection between 
accident rates and the number of cruisers involved, and Beckman 
actually found a slight reduction. He called for more attention 
bobe given to the issue. CHP study, p. 33; Beckman, p. 27. 

35. Territo, p. 32-33. 

36. Id. at 32. 

37. It is worth noting that in 1986, the International Associa­
tion of Police Chiefs (IACP) came up with its own advisory policy 
which may be slightly less ambiguous: 

Hot pursuit is justified only when the officer knows or has 
reasonable grounds to believe the suspect presents a clear 
and immediate threat to the safety of other motorists; has 
commi tted or is attempting to commit a serious felony; or 
when the necessity of immediate apprehension outweigh~ the 
level of danger created by the hot pursuit, as in the case 
of a serious traffic violation such as DWI. 

We do not know whether any police departments that had been using 
the "General Consideration and Guidelines" have no,,"' substituted 
this one. 

38. Dave Crombie and Dave McCarthy, "Expert: state Police Lack of 
Supervision, Training a Hazard," Providence Journal, April 2, 
1988 • 

. 39. See, e.g., Territo, p. 33. 

(; 40. Brower v. County of Inyo, 57 U.S.L.W. 4321 (1989). 

41. Pierini, supra note 27. 

42. L~~ Dykas and Paul Duggan, "Police Told to Heed Laws in 
Chase," Providence Journal, December 28.1 1985. 

43. Laura Meade, flEx-N.Y. Commissioner to study Providence 
Police," Providence Journal, April 27, 1988. 

44. Zevitz, pp. 255-56. 

~45. Summarized in "High Speed Pursuit," supra note 17, at p. 114. 

46. Id. 



Q 

43 

47. Zevitz, p. 247. 

48. Territo, p. 32. 

49. Geoffrey Alpert,' quoted in Leighty, supra note 1. 

50. A Providence Journal record search for 1988 picked up 60 
stories dealing with high speed chases. A cursory glance at 
these stories suggests the number of chases that ended in serious 
injury that year was down from the previous few years. Nonethe­
lass~ since the end of 1987, at least four more people have died 
in police high speed chases in the state. 

51. It does not appear that Rhode Island chiefs are alone in 
this stubborn loyalty; Leighty, supra note 1, quotes police 
officials from other states giving similar unqualified support 
for their c officers' involvement in very dangerous, but ques­
tionable, pursuits. 

52. For an examination of some of these other factors, see 
Territo. 




