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Background of the Commission

In recent years, Bill Lockyer, both as a state Senator and Attorney General noted media accounts
of tragic incidents that occurred during SWAT operations, which are among the most difficult of
police activities. Though rare in the context of the total number of SWAT operations, these incidents
caused him concern. He was especially concerned about the potential erosion of community
confidence in local law enforcement agencies caused by such tragedies.

As a result, the Attorney General established a broad-based Commission on SWAT to study the
current state of tactical teams throughout California. The Commission’s Chairperson is Bernard K.
Melekian, Chief of Police from Pasadena. The Vice Chairperson is Les Weidman, Sheriff from
Stanislaus County. The Commission included police professionals, executives with extensive police
and tactical experience, concerned citizens from a broad range of interests and backgrounds, and
representatives of public interest groups. One of the Commission members, Chief Pat McKinley of
Fullerton, is widely regarded as the chief architect of Special Weapons and Tactics Teams.  A roster
of the Commission’s members is attached as Appendix A.

The Commission was charged with assessing the level of tactical capability in California and making
recommendations to the Attorney General regarding improvements in the system.  The Commis-
sion began meeting in April 2001. The Commission heard testimony from recognized tactical
experts, command staff personnel from several departments, and attorneys, representing both
plaintiffs and defense.

The Commission also heard testimony from SWAT team representatives from large, medium and
small agencies and studied the various model teams that operate throughout the state. A repre-
sentative from the National Tactical Officers Association (NTOA) discussed that organization’s role
in developing standards for the training and selection of SWAT personnel.  Additionally, a represen-
tative from the California Commission on Peace Officer Standards and Training (POST) discussed
the role of that agency in connection with training. Various special interest groups also testified
before the Commission.

The Commission formed four committees to review tactical operations. The committees addressed
the areas of Tactics, Training, Policy and Equipment, and Risk Management.
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The Attorney General’s office conducted a survey of law enforcement agencies throughout the
state in May 2001.  This survey asked numerous questions regarding whether the agency had a
SWAT team,  the size and functions of their SWAT teams, criteria governing the use of SWAT
teams, types and amount of training, and the existence of written guidelines for the deployment
of a SWAT team.

On July 18, 2001, public hearings were conducted simultaneously in San Diego, Los Angeles, Fresno,
Sacramento, Oakland, and Redding. The hearings were widely publicized. Selected Commission
members attended each hearing. The comments received were incorporated into the Commission’s
work. Subsequently, drafts of this report were circulated to Sheriffs, Chiefs of Police, and numerous
interested associations for comments and recommendations which were also considered prior to
this final report.

From the beginning, apprehension about the Commission was expressed by representatives of
tactical teams throughout the state. NTOA stated that developing policy in response to a small
number of tragedies might overshadow the fact that over 95% of all tactical deployments are
concluded without firing a shot.

The Commission went to great lengths to establish itself as a fact-finding body whose recommen-
dations, not mandates,  would consider all aspects of the numerous, complex issues raised.  The
Commission acknowledges the outstanding work done by tactical teams throughout California to
address high-risk, high-energy situations with a minimum application of force.

The Commission also recognizes that in any operation of this nature, continual improvement
through critical self-analysis is both possible and necessary. The primary objectives of the
Commission’s report are to help foster that process and to proved initial guidelines from which
improvements can be measured and publically recognized.
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History of SWAT

Beginning in the 1960’s, local police were confronted by increasingly well-armed individuals and
groups who were willing to engage in armed confrontations with the police. The traditional
method of response by uniformed patrol officers placed both officers and innocent bystanders at
increased risk.

In many nations of the world, such situations would likely be handled by national police forces.
However, the American people have historically been very wary of deployment of federal forces
within local boundaries.

It became clear that a new method of response to such complex, high-risk and often high-energy
situations was needed. Such a response required expertise and weaponry beyond the normal
capability of local law enforcement agencies. Thus, the concept of SWAT (Special Weapons and
Tactics) was developed by the Los Angeles Police Department.

Originally, the SWAT concept was for counter-sniper and other high-risk situations that in the past
would have provoked an inordinate number of shots being fired, often with injuries to innocent
persons. Over the years, SWAT has evolved into the management of barricaded suspect situations,
the service of high-risk warrants, dignitary protection, and the actual rescue of hostages.

Under the SWAT model, verbal techniques and physical tactics would combine for seamless man-
agement of volatile situations confronting local police. The primary purpose behind this concept
was to reduce risk to the police forces involved, to the suspects, and to the community at large.

Most of these situations are resolved with verbal tactics utilized by trained hostage negotiators
who are frequently an integral component of SWAT teams.  Seldom are physical tactics necessary,
and even then the actual firing of shots rarely occurs.

Due to the training, discipline and dedication required for this type of assignment, participating
officers are regarded as elite forces within the police profession. Not all officers in any department
are physically and emotionally qualified to carry out these specific duties on a full-time basis or
even part-time basis.

Originally, SWAT teams were the exclusive purview of large agencies that had sufficient personnel
and resources to train and equip such a specialized unit. Additionally, such agencies had sufficient
numbers of annual incidents to justify the costs associated with these units.

Over time, several factors combined to help add such units to agencies throughout the state,
regardless of their size. Most apparent was the proliferation of weapons into the hands of suspects,
usually drug dealers and gang members, who were willing to use them.

The increase in the number of violent confrontations led in turn to demands that law enforcement
executives train SWAT teams, regardless of the resources available to that agency. SWAT was, and
is, considered such a desirable assignment that the creation of such teams was often seen as
necessary, both in terms of morale and recruitment.
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The 1990’s saw an infusion of military surplus equipment into civilian law enforcement agencies.
Additionally, a number of private trainers, usually former military personnel, began to provide
training at an affordable cost. These factors in combination served to greatly reduce the costs of
equipping and preparing SWAT teams.
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Issues and Recommendations

Issue 1 There is no agreed upon definition as
to what constitutes a SWAT team.

The survey results, as well as testimony given to the Commission, demonstrated that law enforce-
ment agencies throughout the state train and equip units in tactics recognizable as SWAT. Never-
theless, the models include wide variance in terms of time devoted to training, nature of the units
associated with the duty (i.e. full-time, part-time, or on-call), and names given to such units.
This issue was perhaps the most challenging facing the Commission, since all of the subsequent
recommendations required dealing with this most basic issue. It was noted by the Policy and
Standards Committee that most, if not all, of the errors that have occurred during high risk incidents
were not committed by actual SWAT teams but by a collection of law enforcement officers who
were not fully trained or equipped to function as a SWAT unit.

The Commission concluded that it was important to develop a matrix, which would define levels of
capability.  This matrix would allow the agency head to more easily define the role the SWAT team
was to play in carrying out the agency’s mission.

Recommendation – Develop a definition of a SWAT team.

Proposed Definition

A SWAT team is a designated unit of law enforcement officers that is specifically
trained and equipped to work as a coordinated team to respond to critical incidents
including, but not limited to, hostage taking, barricaded suspects, snipers, terrorist
acts and other high-risk incidents. As a matter of agency policy, such a unit may be
used to serve high-risk warrants, both search and arrest, where public and officer
safety issues compel the use of such a unit.

Issue 2 There are no set standards for
SWAT teams in California.

This lack of standards extends to team size, unit utilization and meaningful determination as to
levels of capability. The result is a wide variety of team models using the term SWAT.

Recommendation – Develop a matrix defining the levels of team capability

Proposed Levels of Capability

Level I: Basic team capable of providing containment and intervention with critical
incidents that exceed the training and resources available to line-level
officers. This does not include ad hoc teams of officers that are formed
around a specific mission, detail or incident (e.g. active shooter response).
Generally 5% of the basic team’s on-duty time should be devoted to training.
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Level II: Intermediate team capable of providing containment and intervention.
Additionally, these teams possess tactical capabilities above the Level I
teams. These teams may or may not work together on a daily basis, but are
intended to respond to incidents as a team. At least 5% of their on-duty
time should be devoted to training, with supplemental training for tactical
capabilities above the Level I team.

Level III: Advanced team whose personnel function as a full-time unit. Generally
25% of their on-duty time is devoted to training.  Level III teams operate in
accordance with contemporary best practices (e.g., NTOA Suggested SWAT
Best Practices. Appendix B).  Such units possess both skills and equipment
to utilize tactics beyond the capabilities of Level I and Level II teams.

The Commission understands the difficulty of categorizing specific capabilities for critical incidents.
Training needs may vary based on the experience level of the team personnel, team administrators
and potential incident commanders. Individual teams may have to respond to situations that
exceed their training levels due to the exigency of the circumstances. The preservation of human
life is paramount.

Issue 3 There are no mandated training standards
for SWAT teams in California.

Due to the absence of POST standards or guidelines, there is a wide variance among agencies in
terms of training. Formal training is offered throughout the state by private organizations as well
as public agencies.

POST certifies some training allowing for agency reimbursement for expenses incurred. The POST
representative appearing before the Commission noted that POST has not established any training
standards in connection with SWAT operations and has no mandate to do so. POST is charged with
finding subject matter experts capable of teaching the desired material.

Recommendations:

• SWAT teams should provide on-duty training in accordance with the matrix outlined in
Issue #2.

• POST should continue to develop and certify contemporary curricula for all basic and
advanced SWAT training.

• SWAT team personnel (excluding support) should participate in POST certified basic and
advanced SWAT training. New SWAT team members should not be deployed in opera-
tional functions without having first completed POST certified basic training.

• In-service SWAT training should be relevant to SWAT missions as defined in agency
policy. Such policy should address individual team member’s responsibilities, performance-
related skills, use of force, and command and control functions. Training should be
performance based and ensure that individual team members maintain physical and
operational competencies.

• SWAT training “needs assessments” should be conducted annually by each agency to
ensure that training is conducted within team capabilities and agency policy.
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• SWAT training must include lesson plans and records of attendance. Training should be
documented, and such documentation should be retained pursuant to agency policy.

• SWAT team personnel, team administrators and potential incident commanders should
receive training regarding SWAT mission assessment, deployment criteria, operational
planning, incident command, multi-jurisdictional (task-force) protocols, decision making,
tactical options, communications and accountability.

• SWAT team training, including firearms, should incorporate established written safety
protocols and on-site safety officers.

• SWAT teams should regularly participate in scenario-based training to include all relevant
agency crisis intervention components such as field command, patrol, traffic, hostage
negotiations, K9, and bomb technicians, as well as outside agency responders including
fire, EMS, and allied law enforcement agencies.

Issue 4 There is a wide variety of tactical applications
within agencies throughout the state.

The Commission found a lack of uniformity in the tactical utilization of SWAT teams. Some agencies
utilized their teams to execute all search warrants related to narcotics. Others called their teams
out only in the case of hostage taking situations, high-risk arrests, etc.

Similarly, widely disparate techniques were noted in the execution of SWAT operations. Dynamic
entry vs. surround and call-out were the subject of much discussion. The utilization of knock and
notice also produced a variety of viewpoints. There are specific recommendations from the Risk
Management Committee that will be discussed later.

Finally, policy with respect to the use of technical equipment was found to be lacking in many cases.

Recommendation – Agencies should develop a written set of operational procedures,
in accordance with their determination of their Level of Capability, using sound risk-
reduction practices.

Such procedures should include, but are not limited to:
• Time permitting, an operational plan for responding to each incident;
• A generic checklist to be worked through prior to initiating a tactical action;
• The appropriate role for a trained negotiator (the Levels of Capability matrix could be

used for that purpose);
• A standard method of determining whether or not a warrant should be regarded as

high-risk (See Appendix C:  San Diego County Sheriff’s Department High Risk Entry
Checklist, High Risk Warrant Worksheet, High Risk Warrant Service Protocol, High Risk
Warrant Tactics-Pros and Cons, Considerations Regarding Law Enforcement Tactical
Missions);

• A method for deciding how best to serve a high-risk warrant with all alternatives being
reviewed in accordance with risk/benefit criteria prior to selecting the method of
response (See Appendix C) (civilian representatives felt strongly that in those situations
involving non high-risk warrants, alternatives to the use of SWAT teams should be
strongly considered);
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• A written Officer Involved Shooting policy that is applicable to SWAT operations;
• Debriefings after every deployment of the SWAT team for the purpose of improving

future performance;
• Sound risk management analysis;
• The presence of legal counsel when appropriate;
• Standardization of equipment deployed.

Issue 5 There is a wide variety in SWAT
models employed in California.

There are several team models throughout the state. Within single agency teams (the vast majority),
there are full-time SWAT teams, single units within departments who have the collateral duty of
functioning as a SWAT team, and individuals who serve in different units throughout a department
who hold SWAT as a collateral duty.

Additionally, there are a few multi-agency teams throughout the state. These regional teams were
represented by Palo Alto and Mountain View to the Commission. This model seems to be the most
viable alternative for communities unable to fund or staff a SWAT team on their own. The repre-
sentative who appeared before the Commission indicated that the regional concept worked well.
A definitive memorandum of understanding between the two agencies supports this arrangement.
(Appendix D)

With respect to regional teams, there were concerns expressed about the difficulty in determining
appropriate command and control. There was also a concern regarding differing levels of training
and experience.  A possible lack of accountability was another issue raised. In should be noted that
NTOA strongly favors regional SWAT teams.

Recommendation – Agencies should analyze their capabilities, utilizing the
recommended Levels of Capability, and develop a response policy.

Issue 6 There is a lack of written guidelines regarding uniforms,
equipment and team-member identification.

There is a wide variance in the type and style of uniforms and equipment employed by SWAT
teams. The para-military nature of the uniforms utilized by most SWAT teams was the subject of
some controversy.

One example was the use of the balaclava (a head covering, similar to a ski mask). Some witnesses
at the public hearings indicated it was extremely intimidating and created an unwanted image.
Others indicated its use was a tactical safety precaution against the possibility of injuries due to fire
and other dangers.

One concern expressed by the Risk Management Committee was that often team members wear
specific pieces of uniform apparel and equipment without knowing why. This presents significant
problems both in terms of community confidence and with respect to litigation. The failure to
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prominently identify SWAT team members as law enforcement officers was also a significant issue,
particularly among members of the community.

Recommendation – Each agency should establish written guidelines for the type and
utilization of SWAT equipment.  Absent extenuating circumstances, team members
should be clearly and conspicuously identifiable as law enforcement personnel.

Issue 7 There is a general lack of clarity, among the
public as to the exact mission of SWAT.

Several concerned citizens at the public hearings, as well as non law enforcement committee
members, indicated that there is a significant level of confusion with regards to SWAT teams,
what is their mission, how do they do their work, etc? There seemed to be a consensus that law
enforcement has done an inadequate job of informing the public as to what SWAT teams are,
what they do, and what they do not do.

There was almost universal support for some kind of public education program that would allay
general public apprehension regarding SWAT teams and assist in gaining public support.

Recommendation – Each agency should engage in a public education program with
respect to their SWAT team.  The focus of these programs should be to educate the
public that the primary mission of SWAT teams is the preservation of human life.
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Conclusion

Significantly, the Attorney General’s Commission on SWAT was precipitated by a tragic death of a
young male during a SWAT operation. This death, though accidental, compelled law enforcement
to engage in critical self-analysis with respect to the utilization of SWAT teams.

The Commission was deeply moved when this victim’s family appeared at the Commission’s public
hearing. The Commission pledged to the family, to the Attorney General, and to the people of
California that something constructive and lasting would come from their tragedy. We have tried
to honor that pledge.

The  Commission did not spend a lot of time and energy assigning blame. Instead we chose to
look at the system and tried to determine what worked and what needed to be fixed.

There is no question that the tactical capabilities afforded by SWAT teams are a necessity for local
law enforcement. Without such teams, there would be more tragic stories to tell, not fewer.
Nevertheless, law enforcement operations are not military operations. There is not an acceptable
level of casualties, particularly of innocent bystanders.

A number of issues were identified during the course of our deliberations. Only some of them
have been addressed in detail in this report.  There are others, including language skills, cultural
sensitivity, and ethnic/gender issues that should be addressed in the future.

For the moment, the clearest issue to emerge was the need for a set of standards in all aspects
of SWAT operations. The lack of clear standards in training, tactics, and policy can and must be
addressed.

All the appropriate agencies and associations throughout California should study this report.
This report is the beginning of the process, not the end. If we are going to enhance community
confidence and improve our level of service to the public, then this is the place to begin.  The
Commission recommends that the law enforcement community continue to study and review
SWAT team practices throughout California.

The recommendations made by the Commission are not mandates. They are presented for each
agency to review and determine specific applicability. They are a call to POST to assist in the process
of developing the necessary standards, guidelines and training.
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