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The Public Defender Association’s Racial Disparity Project has worked with community 
partners to improve police accountability in Seattle for the last 15 years. 
 
In January, we stood in solidarity with Jesse Hagopian, a leader in the struggle for racial and 
economic equality. Jesse, along with others, was pepper-sprayed during a peaceful Black 
Lives Matter on Martin Luther King Day. 
 
Mistakes were made on Martin Luther King Day by both Officer Delafuente and the Seattle 
Police Department on a command level. Those mistakes caused harm to Jesse as an individual 
and to everyone who sought to exercise their First Amendment rights in the street that day. 
The actions taken by the Seattle Police Department also did damage to the relationship 
between our police department and many young community leaders at an important time in 
our local effort to turn that relationship around. 
 
It is therefore vitally important that our police misconduct investigation system validate that 
this should not have happened and should not happen again. 
 
This case demonstrates a short-coming in our existing police accountability process that needs 
to be rectified.  Chief O’Toole’s decision to reprimand rather than suspend the officer 
involved could very well be warranted by specific facts that became known to the Chief – 
particularly if the Chief concluded that the officer’s supervisors were wholly or partially 
responsible for what went wrong that day. It would not be fair to place all the responsibility 
for these unacceptable events on an individual officer who may have been put in an untenable 
position by those above her.   
 
But it has long been a major flaw in our accountability system that, when the department itself 
is responsible for the violation of someone’s rights, that is never clearly communicated to the 
individual whose rights were violated, or to the public.  That needs to change.  There should 
be clear findings when command-level decisions are the primary cause of civil rights 
violations, and prompt, transparent steps taken to ensure those command mistakes are not 
repeated. 
 
In the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter demonstrations last winter, we collected and 
organized dozens of witness statements raising important questions about SPD’s response to 
those demonstrations.  We provided those witness statements to the Community Police 
Commission, which relied in part on those statements in identifying six demonstration 
policing issues needing critical scrutiny, including inappropriate use of pepper spray, as in this 
case.  The issues identified by the CPC involved command-level decisions, not issues of 
individual officer misconduct. 
 
If the responsibility for what happened to Jesse Hagopian lies in large part with supervisory 
decisions, it’s imperative that those command choices now be addressed promptly and in a 
transparent way that assures the community that they will not be repeated. 
 
Contact Lisa Daugaard/206-852-6046 or Patricia Sully/206-963-5529 
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