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Worse Than You May Think: 
Police Misconduct in Syracuse

Sara Watrous

When discussing police brutality in Syracuse, three major problems 
exist: first, the mere existence of police brutality; second, public
ignorance/denial of the issue; and third, the lack of political will 
to ensure police accountability.

Police brutality—the intentional use of excessive force, 
usually physical, but also in the form of verbal attacks and 
psychological intimidation, by a police officer—can take many
forms. Patterns of brutality have long plagued most US cities, 
including Syracuse. Occasionally the public is made aware of 
more dramatic incidents, like the beating of Rodney King and 
the murders of Jonny Gammage and Amadou Diallo. 

Yet many of us are ignorant of the daily incidents—experi-
enced most often by African-American males, according to Felicia 
Davis, administrator of the Citizen Review Board (CRB). The 
abuse occurs primarily in disadvantaged neighborhoods, such 
as Syracuse’s Southside. The racial and economic backgrounds 

of victims make it easy for the overwhelmingly white Syracuse 
Police Department (SPD) police to brush aside these incidents 
and for society to ignore the stories. Despite decades of work on 
this issue, little progress has been made in Syracuse. Shouldn’t 
independent oversight of the police be a given in a democracy, 
where the police should be “policing by consent?” 

The power of the police must be put in check in order to 
ensure that human rights are respected. Procedures must provide 
safety for victims who come forward with complaints, without 
fear of retaliation. All complaints must be fully investigated by 
an independent body and receive the appropriate response by 
officials.

Unfortunately, there is limited data on police abuse in our 
community. Yet the stories that find their way to people like
Bridget Owens of the Syracuse/Onondaga County Human 
Rights Commission, Cherylene (Twiggy) Billue of American 

Check out candidate 

responses to the 

Progressive Platform for 

the New Mayor, including 

police/criminal justice 

issues, pages 5-11.
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Syracuse Peace Council
Statement of Purpose

The Syracuse Peace Council (SPC), founded in 1936, is an antiwar/
social justice organization. We are community-based, autonomous 
and funded by the contributions of our supporters.

SPC educates, agitates and organizes for a world where war, 
violence and exploitation in any form will no longer exist.  We 
challenge the existing unjust power relationships among nations, 
among people and between ourselves and the environment. As 
members, we work to replace inequality, hierarchy, domination 
and powerlessness with mutual respect, personal empowerment, 
cooperation and a sense of community.

Present social injustices cannot be understood in isolation from 
each other, nor can they be overcome without recognizing their 
economic and militaristic roots. SPC seeks to make these connec-
tions clear. We initiate and support activities that help build this 
sense of community and help tear down the walls of oppression. A 
fundamental basis for peace and justice is an economic system that 
places human need above monetary profit.  We establish relation-
ships among people based on cooperation rather than competition 
or the threat of destruction.

Our political values and personal lives shape and reflect each
other.  In both, we are committed to nonviolent means of conflict
resolution and to a process of decision-making that responds to the 
needs of us all.

 

Central New York Voices
for Peace and Social Justice

2013 E. Genesee St., Syracuse, NY 13210
(315) 472-5478, spc@peacecouncil.net
www.peacecouncil.net

 Enclosed is $15 for a one year subscription to the PNL.
 New Subscription         Renewal         Address Change

 Enclosed is an additional donation of $_____ for all your great work!

 Please contact me about getting involved.

 Add me to SPC’s email announcements list (email address needed).

Name:  _______________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________

City: ________________________State: _____ Zip: ___________
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Educate, Agitate, Organize: SPC IN ACTION
compiled by Carol Baum

2013 East Genesee St., Syracuse, NY 13210 • (315) 472-5478 • spc@peacecouncil.net  
www.peacecouncil.net • OFFICE HOURS:  Monday-Friday, 10am – 5pm

STAFF & INTERN EMAIL ADDRESSES
Carol Baum: carol@peacecouncil.net • Andy Mager: andy@peacecouncil.net 
Jessica Maxwell: jessica@peacecouncil.net  • Aly Wane: aly@peacecouncil.net

SPC MONTHLY PROGRAM

Report Back from Palestine
Tuesday, September 22 at 7 pm
Artrage Gallery (505 Hawley Ave.)

Jessica Maxwell and Ann Tiffany re-
turned in early August from a delega-
tion to Palestine and Israel. Spending 
most of their time in Jerusalem and 
the Hebron area of the West Bank, 
they met with Israeli and Palestinian 
organizations nonviolently working 
for a just peace. They also accompa-
nied Palestinian children in the South 
Hebron Hills on a peace march and 
learned about the daily resistance 
to injustice.

Free program. Refreshments pro-
vided. Contact Jessica. 472-5478.

continued on next page

Hiroshima Day 
The Hiroshima Day events, held August 
5-6, brought the community together to 
commemorate horrors of the past and 
work toward a nuclear-free future. The 
Interfaith Service and Lantern Launch 
at the Everson Plaza downtown was a 
moving evening of reflection led by
members and leaders of various faith 
organizations. The sight of children 
wading in the pool heightened the mean-
ingfulness of the lantern launch. There 
couldn’t have been a more beautiful 
day for the Dramatic Procession, which 
began on the sidewalk but soon took to 
the streets. Observers shouted questions 
to the marchers along the way, and they 
were very receptive to the leaflets and
paper cranes that were handed out.

Birthday Dinner 
Energy is building for SPC’s 73rd birthday 
celebration on Saturday, October 3 at 
St. Lucy’s Auditorium. Dinner will feature 
a bounty of local foods (vegetarian with 
vegan options). After dinner, this year’s 
program features Jerry Levy performing 
Howard Zinn’s one act play Marx in Soho. 
We’re excited to announce that we will 
have a sign language interpreter for the 
performance. 

Dinner is at 6:30 pm, with the program 
starting at 7:30 pm. We ask for a sliding 
scale donation of $15-73 (73 being SPC’s 
age this year). Make your reservations by 
September 25 by contacting Joe Marusa 
at 877-3432 or completing the form at 
peacecouncil.net/bday.

SPC’s February Retreat 
Bears Fall Program Fruit

One outcome of SPC’s strategic planning 
retreat last February was to increase our 
locally-focused work, with an eye toward 
working with more diverse communities. To 

this end we set four goals for ourselves:
1) Re-vision SPC’s antiwar work so 

that it has a more local focus and reaches 
out to diverse groups. Over the last year, 
general education/ protest has been pri-
mary and youth and militarism /counter 
recruitment work has been secondary. We 
will reverse that, so that significantly more
staff time will go into youth and militarism 
work and less into general education. We’ll 
focus on the drones at Hancock Field’s Air 
National Guard Base as a secondary issue. 
The effectiveness of these projects depends 
on YOU – with more activists/volunteers 
much more can be done.

2) Identify a new issue area for SPC 
to work on that is within our priorities and 
has potential for increasing the diversity of 
whom we work with. To this end SPC has 
joined the Alliance of Communities Trans-
forming Syracuse. ACTS is an inter-faith, 
multi-racial, urban-suburban coalition of 
mostly faith communities that organizes to 
address local social, economic, educational 

and political concerns.
3) Identify areas to cut so that we 

have the resources (particularly staff time) 
to carry out new program priorities. Since 
the staff are so heavily involved in the 

About 100 people came out for this year’s Hiroshima Day Procession. Photo: Mike Greenlar 
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continued on page 15

SPC in Action / from previous page

Peace Newsletter, we will reduce it to eight 
pages, with the option of one 16 page issue 
each quarter (the page number must be a 
multiple of eight). An additional 16 page 
issue is possible if a sympathetic group is 
responsible for eight of those pages (or 
if the editorial committee gets a massive 
influx of energy).

4) Better integrate and improve 
synergies between SPC programs. This 
is still being worked on.

These changes will be evaluated at the 
December Steering Committee meeting. 
Please contact Carol with any thoughts 
or feelings you have on this … or to get 
more involved.

Summer Intern Reflections
Peace is not just a bunch of hippies sing-
ing and dancing in fields. Peace can only
be achieved through hard work and focus 
of dedicated individuals. Peace, as I’ve 
learned at SPC, involves so much more 
than the word can seem on the surface. 
That the people here have devoted their 
lives to this ideal brings me a renewed 
outlook on humankind and view for my 
own future.

My summer at SPC has awakened me 
to the movements combating the plethora 
of social justice issues that linger in our 
world. With this has come amazing learning 
experiences with the staff, fellow interns 
and active SPC members. Ed Kinane said it 

best when he told us that it would be a long 
road ahead of us as activists, and we may 
question why we have chosen that road. 
“Because you just can’t help it. Because 
there’s something about how the society 
functions that you just don’t agree with 
and that you feel you need to do something 
to change it.”

SPC is a way of life. I could go on and 
on about the projects I worked on but the 
things that really marked me and will stay 
with me even after I go back to college are 
the little things: our Thursday communal 
lunches, the way we start every meeting by 
going around and saying how we are, our 
democratic process, open-mindedness…
– Thoughts from Staci Schweitzer, Tivona 
Renoni and Sara Watrous

NOON Continues    
Pressing Common Council

Neighbors of the Onondaga Nation (NOON) 
continues to press the Syracuse Common 
Council to pass a “Resolution of Respect 
for and Reconciliation with the Onondaga 
Nation.” We’re hopeful that continued 
public pressure (they’ve received scores 
of phone calls, letters and postcards) will 
convince the Council to pass the resolu-
tion, which commits the city to partner 
more actively with the Onondaga Nation 
and recognizes the injustices inflicted on
the Onondaga. 

Please contact your Common Councilor 
and the at-large councilors. See peacecouncil.

net/noon for councilors’ contact information 
and the resolution text. Contact Andy.

Palestine-Israel        
Working Group

CNY Working for a Just Peace in Palestine 
and Israel had a very successful weekend 
at the Middle Eastern Festival, getting 
150 petition signatures, giving out lots of 
thoughtful literature and selling books, 
t-shirts, etc. 

We’re now selling tickets and encour-
aging people to check out the play “My 
Name is Rachel Corrie,” being performed 
by the Simply New Theater on Saturdays, 
September 5 and 12 at the Civic Center. 
Tickets are available from SPC for $10-20 
(sliding scale). The group is focused on 
using The Lemon Tree (see July-August 
PNL) as an educational tool. We hope to 
start a study group in September. Book 
discussions will be held at four libraries 
in October, leading up to a presentation by 
author Sandy Tolan at 7 pm on Thursday, 
October 22 at LeMoyne. Contact Andy.

Weekly Peace Outreach 

Stop the Drones: After Labor Day, Peace 
Outreach will focus for the month on 
declaring our outrage at plans to base 
Drone bombers at Hancock Field. Pilots 
in front of computers will direct planes 
conducting surveillance and bombing 
missions in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Please join us.

Tuesdays: 4:45 - 5:30 pm
Sept. 1 Adams St. & Rt. 81 (Down-

town)
Sept. 8 Townline Rd. and E. Molloy 

Rd. (Mattydale, near Marine 
and Navy Stations)

Sept. 15 Hancock Air Base Entrance 
(East Molloy Rd., just west of 
Thompson Rd., Mattydale)

Sept. 22 Thompson Rd. and E. Molloy 
Rd. (Mattydale)

Sept. 29 Rt. 11, Northern Lights Shop-
ping Center (Mattydale)

Every Saturday 9-10 am we’re also at  
the Farmers’ Market (Park St.).

SPC intern Sara Watrous and longtime SPC activist Rae Kramer helped create SPC’s display for the 
Downtown Arts & Crafts Festival this year. Photo: Carol Baum 
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Cooperative Federal
 723 Westcott Street � 401 South Ave. � 800 N. Salina St.
 www.cooperativefederal.org

Open to anyone who lives, works, worships 
or attends school in Syracuse and all 

members of the Syracuse Peace Council

473-0242

Sick of owing big 
bucks to Big Banks?
Cancel your credit card debt and pay 

less in interest with a bill payer
 loan at Cooperative Federal.

*Annual Percentage Rate
Rates are based on credit score, payment 

method, length of loan, downpayment 
amount and collateral value.

Rates as low as

5.95%APR*

Call

Invest in Companies Who-o
Give a Hoot

Hansen’s Advisory Services, Inc.
Focused Holistic Planning and 
Socially Responsible Investing

Assisting you in Making Wise Decisions
7067 E. Genesee Street
Fayetteville, NY 13066

315-637-5153     800-318-9780
Web: hansenadvisory.com

Securities offered through Cadaret, Grant & Co., Inc.
Member FINRA & SIPC

���
���������

�������� ��

Season Opening
Syracuse Eastside Neighborhood

Farmers’ Market 
June 24th 

When: Every Wednesday, 2pm-7pm (through Oct.)
Where: Loguen Park (formerly Lexington Park at the 
intersection of E. Genesee & Columbus) 

Come and support your local farmers and community!  

Food Stamps, Farmers’ Market Coupons, Debit/Credit Accepted 
For More Info: EastsideNFM@gmail.com 

Syracuse East Neighborhood
Farmer’s Market
Every Wednesday

2pm - 7pm (through October)

Build Long-term Sustainability for SPC
There are many ways you can support the Peace Council: through 
volunteering, pledging or gifting during or after your life.  Within 
each of those categories are various paths to support. You are 
probably familiar with volunteer opportunities or pledging but you 
may wish to know more about how you can ensure SPC’s work 
continues for many years to come.

There are many ways to provide long-term support for SPC. 
These include: Life Insurance or Annuity, Charitable Remainder 
Trust, Charitable Lead Trust, Bequest, Donor Advised Fund and 
Gifts. To learn more, see peacecouncil.net/bequest or look for 
details in future PNLs. I have offered to provide free consultation 
for people wishing to discuss long-term donations to SPC. Contact 
me at 637-5153 or sue@hansensadvisory.com.

– Susan S. Hansen, CFP,CLU,AEP,AIF
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Sara, a graduate student at the University of 
Quebec at Montreal, is completing a summer 
internship at SPC.

Friends Service Committee or Sam Don-
nelly of Jail Ministry—participants in the 
Law Enforcement Accountability coali-
tion—leave little doubt that such abuse is 
all too common. 

Creation of the CRB
Until the 1990s victims of police abuse had 
no recourse other than the Internal Affairs 
Department of the SPD. 
Following a lengthy 
grassroots organizing 
effort, the CRB was 
established here in 1993. 
The CRB aspired to be 
an independent oversight 
body that would ensure 
police accountability and 
“build bridges” between 
the police and the com-
munity. 

The Board’s original 
design gave it author-
ity to fully investigate 
allegations of police 
misconduct, including 
sufficientstaff, subpoena
power to interview po-
lice officers and access
to all police documents. 
Soon after its creation, 
however, it was gutted and a lawsuit by 
the Police Benevolent Association (PBA), 
the police union, ended with the removal 
of this power, leaving the CRB “fatally 
flawed” as described by Syracuse United
Neighbors organizer Phil Prehn. 

While past police chiefs have ignored 
the issue of police brutality, Prehn notes, 
“at least the current police chief addresses 
the issue.” The CRB’s Felicia Davis 
explains, “we have encountered police 
chiefs who did not believe that we should 
exist because they had an Internal Affairs 
department… Chief Miguel has opened a 
limited process for the Board to ask ques-
tions to Internal Affairs on cases but does 
not allow for the Board to be able to get 
direct responses from officers or to be able
to judge credibility.”

As early as 1995, notes from the Task 
Force on Community and Police Relations 
state that the CRB was “not what [they] 
envisioned; not what [they] intended; 

not seeking justice; not building better 
community and police relations.” Yet 14 
years later, it still exists. But what has it 
accomplished? Not much, Phil Prehn and 
others will tell you. 

At the very least, the CRB could be a 
“safe-haven” where people make complaints, 
turning anecdotal stories into testimonies 
that could provide data to understand the 
scope of the problem and emerging trends. 
But it has even failed to do that. 

The inability of the CRB to do more 

than collect testimonies leaves many to 
wonder whether it is worth the time and 
energy to file a complaint. The mayor has
the potential to play an important role in 
empowering the CRB and that is why the 
November  mayoral election is so important. 
Davis explains, “We submitted our proposed 
changes to the ordinance years ago, and there 
has been no action on the changes by the 
mayor or his corporation counsel.”

Statistics and Stories
The CRB’s data is only the tip of the ice-
berg. The average number of complaints 
from 1994 to 2007 is about 40 per year. In 
1997 and 1998, the CRB received almost 
double the average number of claims (75 
and 60 respectively). Davis believes that 
this was due to increased publicity the 
CRB received from the PBA’s challenge 
to its process. Otherwise the number of 
complaints is quite low. Davis explains, 
“I have found that complainants act very 
similar to rape victims in that they have a 
lot of trepidation about filing for a variety
of reasons including retaliation, embarrass-

ment, humiliation, etc.” It appears that few 
victims of police misconduct seek out the 
CRB. Excessive force was the most widely 
cited complaint for 12 of those 14 years. 
Harassment, threat of arrest, improper 
procedure, refusal to take a complaint, 
verbal abuse, improper /false arrest, and 
improper investigator were also common 
complaints. The lack of complete data makes 
understanding this issue problematic and 
addressing it even more difficult.

Members of the Law Enforcement 
Accountability Task Force 
have many stories from 
victims: individuals who 
had guns put to their heads, 
who were threatened with 
arrest and/or arrested for 
questioning an officer,
experienced retaliation 
for complaints in the form 
of tickets, were verbally 
intimidated, had their iden-
tification confiscated and
never returned, were beaten 
even after being disarmed, 
and the list goes on. (See 
www.peacecouncil.net for 
more detailed accounts.) 

Even without full data, 
it is clear that some officers
overstep their authority 
and abuse power. Yet it 
is clearly not accurate to 

make blanket statements that all police 
do so. It is equally inaccurate to describe 
the situation as ‘simply the doing of a few 
bad apples,’ as past mayors have stated. 
Based on the available information and 
the lack of accountability, the problems 
seem systemic. 

Need for Dialogue and Action
Most people in Syracuse are unaware of 
the CRB. According to Felicia Davis, the 
CRB held community meetings in the five
Common Council Districts for many years, 
but stopped the practice in 2002 when it 
began to work on proposals to revise the 
CRB ordinance. Meetings between the CRB 
and the mayor began in 2003 to discuss dif-
fering proposals—one from the CRB and 
another from the mayor and police chief. 
The Board pledged to keep the discussions 
about changes to the ordinance confidential
until an agreement was reached. However, 
an impasse occurred in March 2007. The 
CRB has not restarted these community 

Police Misconduct / from Cover

As this June 17 Post-Standard article illustrates, community members who do complain 
of police abuse may face media scrutiny and police counter-accusations. Fear, 
embarrassment and other factors dissuade many from reporting their experiences. 

continued on page 15



14 Peace Newsletter September 2009



September 2009 Peace Newsletter 15

Progressive Mayoral 
Platform

Responses from all six mayoral candi-
dates to the Progressive Platform for the 
New Mayor are being publicized widely 
(see pages 5-11). Mark your calendar for 
upcoming candidate forums on Racial and 
Social Justice, Wednesday, September 9, 
7pm, Hopps Memorial CME Church and 
Education, Thursday, September 10, 6:30 
pm, Nottingham High School.

Donate and Shop at SPC’s 
Fall Sale

SPC’s annual garage sale is set for Sat-
urday, September 12, 9 am-5 pm and 
Sunday, September 13, 9 am-1 pm at 
401 Scottholm Blvd., Syracuse. This is a 
great opportunity to pass on things you no 
longer need or to pick up great bargains. 
To drop off donations contact Rae Kramer 
445-2840. Last year we had an amazing 
selection of items and raised over $1,000 
to support SPC’s work.

Redesigning SPC’s Website
For several years there has been talk of 
redesigning SPC’s website. Through a 
fortunate juxtaposition of events, that talk 
is about to become reality – we will soon 
hire WebRoot Solutions (Jessica Azulay and 
Brian Dominick) and Richard Vallejo, all of 
whom have strong connections to SPC.

The new website will use a content 
management system, making website up-
dates simpler, so that more people will be 
able to participate and allowing for more 
dynamic content (i.e., greater ability for 
interactivity). 

Special thanks to Paul Melnikow for 
guiding the process in the beginning, and 
to an anonymous donor who is matching 
$2 for every $1 contributed for website 
redesign (if you contribute $10, the donor 
will contribute $20). For more information 
or to make a contribution, contact Carol. 

Activist Appreciation: 
Chris Riley

A former operations manager of Coopera-
tive Federal, Chris Riley has gone where 
few activists dare go – into organizing and 
analyzing SPC’s finances. Chris has been a
mainstay of the finance committee for over

five years, doing financial analysis, budget
creation, SPC’s taxes and bookkeeper sup-
port (and was our bookkeeper for a while 
herself). Her patience is boundless as she 
works to make SPC finances understand-
able to the numerically challenged. A proud 
detail person, Chris attends to the nitty 
gritty paperwork and careful reading that 
goes with finances.

Recently she was the support person 
for SPC phonathon callers, providing party 
blowers and encouragement – and is doing 
the follow-up analysis. She is level-headed, 
clear-thinking, extremely reliable and a 
pleasure to work with. We are so grateful 
that she has chosen to share her many talents 
with SPC. Thank you, Chris.

Join SPC at the NYS Fair
SPC will once again have a highly visible 
antiwar presence outside the main gate of 
the NYS Fair. This year’s tableau, titled 
“Get our Priorities Straight: Fund Human 
Needs,” focuses on the connection between 
our bloated military budget and the economic 
crisis in our communities. You can join the 
tableau – either as a silent character or to 
hand out educational leaflets. Contact Carol
or Jess or check SPC’s website.

Pedal On
Bikes 4 Peace has wrapped up another 
successful summer. Among this season’s 
highlights: several new energetic volunteers 
got involved; at our oldest site – Northeast 
Community Center – we have many youth 
who have participated for enough years 
that they are now teaching newer youth 
basic tasks like removing wheels and 
adjusting seats; a dedicated grandmother 
living across from Lexington Park brought 
four of her grandchildren to our clinic and 
we were able to successfully fix their two

bikes along with two donated bikes so they 
can all ride together (we also gave each a 
free helmet). 

This fall and winter we will explore the 
feasibility of a more permanent community 
bike shop that would promote long-term 
youth mentoring and low-cost services. If 
you’re interested, contact Jessica.

Phonathon Closes         
SPC’s Budget Gap

Over the past month nearly 20 activists 
called SPC members to seek financial
support and get their input on SPC’s re-
cent work. We had hundreds of interesting 
conversations and left many messages. 
Despite the difficult economic times, the
response was extremely positive both 
financially and emotionally. We expect
to raise a total of over $7,000 that will 
close SPC’s projected budget gap for the 
year. Thanks to all who participated, made 
donations and shared your thoughts with 
us. If you haven’t responded yet, please 
do so if you’re able.

SPC in Action / from page 4

meetings since, though Davis agrees 
that they “would be helpful.” 

Most parties agree that a dialogue 
between the police and the community 
must be reestablished. Many agree with 
Prehn that this breakdown of dialogue 
and understanding between the two 
camps has contributed to the problem. 
There needs to be a renewed attempt 
to “build bridges” because “you can’t 
arrest your way out of this problem, 
as Prehn has said. This “fight violence
with violence” mentality only breeds 
further violence.

Davis remains hopeful, stating: 
“We’ve survived!” But is survival as a 
toothless entity that can’t accomplish its 
goal of police accountability worth it? The 
coming mayoral election in November 
is important for the future of the CRB. 
(See pages 5-11) for responses of the six 
mayoral candidates to the Progressive 
Platform for the New Mayor, includ-
ing a section on “Criminal Justice and 
Policing.”

Just as the creation of the CRB re-
quired concerted grassroots organizing, 
similar efforts are needed to restore its 
power to play a meaningful role in the 
broader effort to eliminate police mis-
conduct and create accountability.

Police Misconduct / from page 13

SPC’s antiwar tableau outside the State Fair 
in 2008 attracted the attention of thousands 
- including a lively debate in the Post-Standard. 
Photo: Carol Baum 
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