Anatomy of a Hostage Negotiation:

 An Interview with a Primary Negotiator

By

John D. Baker
This article is based upon an interview with Kip Rustenburg, a member of the Maricopa County Sheriff's Office, headquartered in Phoenix, Arizona. Sergeant Rustenburg is in Internal Affairs and a Crisis Negotiator.
Editor’s note: Ricky Wassenaar is awaiting trial on charges resulting from the Lewis hostage incident.   All statements concerning Mr. Wassenaar’s participation in this event are therefore allegations and not established facts.
Crisis …

At three in the morning on January 18, 2004, two prison inmates, Ricky Wassenaar and Steven Coy, his cell mate, took over the kitchen at the Arizona State Prison Complex-Lewis and set in motion the longest prison hostage stand-off in United States history.   It was to last for fifteen days until February 1, 2004.
The prisoners saw themselves as men who had nothing to lose.   Ricky Wassenaar, “Rooster” as he was called, was forty years old and serving a 28 year sentence for assault and armed robbery with a release date of February 23, 2022.   Steven Coy, aged 39 and known as “Pony,” was serving seven consecutive life sentences for crimes ranging from sexual assault through armed robbery.  His earliest release date was 2076.
Armed with “shanks” (home-made knives), the two men entered the kitchen where the “Rooster” was a cook.   Wassenaar grabbed a long iron stirring ladle to confront the one guard on duty who immediately surrendered and was hand-cuffed to a pole.   Wassenaar shaved his beard, donned the guard’s uniform and set out to walk 50 yards to the fortified guard tower in the prison yard.    Meanwhile, Coy left in the kitchen, raped a woman kitchen worker.
At the tower, Wassenaar was “buzzed-in” by a rookie guard despite the concern of the more experienced woman guard on duty with him.   Once in the tower, Wassenaar swung the iron paddle at the Officer Jason Auch, smashing his face, and hit the charging female officer in the eye.   With a shank to her throat, the female officer revealed the location of an AK-15 rifle, 37mm weapons, a shotgun and tear gas canisters as well the operation of the control panel.
Wassenaar then handcuffed Jason Auch and shoved him down the stairs.  Through a window, Officer Coy Kelley saw the two men as he passed by without recognizing there was a problem and proceeded to the kitchen with Officer Elizabeth DeBaugh.   Suddenly, Steven Coy slashed Kelley in the face and ran into the prison yard.   Officer DeBaugh sounded the alarm over her radio and officers ran into the yard, subdued Coy with pepper spray and had him spread-eagle on the ground.   Wassenaar appeared from the tower and shot two burst totaling fourteen bullets from the AR-15 automatic rifle, scattering the guards and allowing Coy to run into the tower.   True to form, Coy soon after entering the tower raped the handcuffed female officer.
Two hours has passed before the alarm had sounded, but now the prison staff was in action, locking down the prisoners and calling for police and sheriff’s office reinforcements.   A security briefing was in progress at 7:00 am when the “Rooster” called the main control room.
First contact …

Wassenaar talked with the Unit Chief of Security and offered to trade the wounded guard for a lieutenant, then for a sergeant and was refused.  Next, he demanded a pizza and a helicopter and warned that if either of the inmates was killed, the other would kill the hostages.
The Department of Corrections had a policy that there are no negotiations with hostage takers.  As a result, its personnel did not join other law enforcement agencies in practice negotiations exercises.   Nevertheless, the negotiations had begun. 

Tactical Action …

Five tactical unit snipers were in place by 7:45 am.   The Tactical Rules of Engagement for the Double Hostage Situation were as follows:
1. Both inmates on roof, 100% positive identification, clear shot: Green light, shoot to kill.

2. One inmate with both hostages on roof, 100% positive identification, clear shot: Green light, shoot to kill.

3. Inmate, 100% positive identification, appears with lethal force directed at hostage(s): Green light, shoot to kill.

4. Inmate appears with lethal force, non-threatening: Red light, do not shoot.

5. Inmate appears on roof with one hostage: Red light, do not shoot.

In options 2 and 3, activation will also initiate the assault ….

Both Colonel Norm Beasley of the Department of Public Safety and Assistant Chief Jesse Locksa of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office, the lead commanders of the tactical operation teams, testified before the Governor’s Commission on this incident.   Colonel Beasley concluded that: “There was never an opportunity to tactically resolve this situation through sniper fire.”

Resource Call …
JB (John Baker):
You are basically on call, is that right?

KR  (Kip Rustenburg):
That’s correct.  I get paged.  On Sunday morning, I got a page.   Our dispatchers contacted my lieutenant in charge of negotiations and he called from a list of people.  He called me first.  “This is the real thing,” he said.

He told me that inmates had barricaded the prison tower.   I threw something on, I didn’t even shower, which was a mistake after being there for the first 36 hours.  There was no way I expected it to go 15 days.   I thought it would be a few-hours and I’d be home.   Anyways, I wanted to be there first.

JB:
That was very early in the morning?

KR:
Very early, I think it was before 7:00.   I think I got out there around 8:00 o’clock.  

JB:
Now when he told you it was ‘the real thing,’ that’s really all you knew until you got there, right?

KR:
Yes, that there were two officers being held, and that’s all the information I was given, very basic.  So, I went to my car and went there as fast as I could get there.   The prison was way out in the middle of nowhere.

At 8:00 a.m., Kip Rustenburg and other trained negotiators were just beginning to arrive at the prison

KR:
When I first got there, they had all the resources coming in.  I am used to being on Lake Patrol, and being called out for critical situations like prison or jail riots.    So, I was standing around with my old friends, asking, “Hey, where am I supposed to go?”  I wanted to get in on it.
            Eventually, a gentleman from Department of Corrections (DOC) came out.   At first, he was giving a briefing to the tactical guys.  I said, “I’m a negotiator.   Where am I supposed to go?”  He found out.   They had already started negotiations with the DOC negotiator.

JB:
Had you done other hostage situations before?

KR:
Yes, not a whole lot.   I guess, maybe seven call outs.  I’ve only been a negotiator for about a year and a half, so I’m fairly new to the negotiations area.  It was an experience that I got more out of than I could have gained in a month long training school.  It was incredible.  

JB:      When you got to the prison, how many people were there at that point?

KR:
I think the Department of Public Safety (DPS) was there and several DOC negotiators.  I’m guessing maybe five.  Tom Davis from DPS was in charge of their negotiations.  I introduced myself and went to work on a variety of projects.   I wasn’t a primary negotiator at the time.   
           People kept arriving and everybody was trying to get information about the structure of the command.   The tactical team took over a large conference room.   Command staff was in one room, we were in the office next to them.  There was an empty office and the tactical guys were in the big room.  

JB:
Now, did you have much information in this early period?

KR:
It kept coming in.  The DOC has an intelligence officer, I guess they were sworn officers, so information was coming in as far as the background, the hostages, where they’ve been, the Corrections officers, it just kept piling in.   We were starting everything from scratch, not knowing really how long we are going to be there.  

JB:
How did you get everything coordinated?
KR:
It just happened.   We communicated with each other.  Let’s put this in this file, and everybody is doing this, and it’s just constant going back and forth, everybody pitching in and doing their own part.  It was a little bit slow because there were so many different agencies there.  

JB:
Who coordinated all this?

KR:
At first, nobody.  Everybody wanted to be in charge.  That was a little difficult.  partly because the DOC does things totally differently than we do and the incident was happening at their facility.   Naturally they were worried about liabilities and repercussions and how the other inmates are going to react.  There was so much to take into account.  There were different philosophies on taking care of business and different law enforcement agencies on the same page.  So, that took a while to work out.

JB:
Worked fairly well, though.

KR:
As a whole?  Sure it did.  

JB:
As time went on, you had political people involved, you had your tactical crew, which probably was pressing for an entry, I imagine, or getting ready for one?

KR:    I sort of know the mindset of the tactical guys.  They’re there to take care of business, yet all of our tactical guys have gone through the negotiation training too.  They were in my class, so they kind of know where I’m coming from.  And I know they want to kind of take care of business the tactical way.  Yet, they give me the opportunity to negotiate.

JB:
What does it take to be a hostage negotiator?  

KR:
I don’t know.  You have to know people pretty well, you have to relate to them and I don’t know if it’s a gift or a curse, but that’s just a gift in my situation.  People have always opened up to me.  I mean, people, strangers off the street have always come up to me.   Maybe I’m approachable, I don’t know.  They’re open.  I really care about what’s going on in the situation.  You have to have a level head.   You can’t fly off the cuff.   You can’t take things personally.  You need a calm demeanor and to be approachable.
JB:
Before you got involved in this incident had you negotiated some others?

KR:
Yes, barricaded, suicidal people, and all successful, knock on wood.

Gathering accurate information. 
KR:
When we started we had no idea of what kind of injuries were involved in the situation.   We didn’t even know, at first, how many people were in there working when the event began.   Maybe, there are more people in there.  You have to understand that the tower was built for a reason.   It was built for security.   So, to even force an entrance, although our guys are capable of it, was going to be very difficult.
Many factors had to be taken into account.   It was unknown exactly how much ammunition and what type of weapons were in there.   There was a generic list that was typically done tower to tower, but we had to figure out how they got in there.   

To do that, people had to interview the different officers that they’d overpowered and determine how it played out from point A to point B and all the way to Z.   That took a while.

JB:
So was that just on the first day or was that ongoing?

KR:
It was an ongoing thing, and we kept at it.   There were a lot of rumors, a lot of speculation at first.   You need to get the facts straight and it took some time.  I can’t say exactly how long.  

Organizing the team

During the course of the hostage incident, 16 law enforcement agencies contributed personnel, including 30 negotiators (10 of whom conducted negotiations).   Additionally, 230 Department of Public Safety and 100 Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office personnel and approximately 100 FBI agents were assigned to the crisis.
JB:
So as it began, gathering information, everyone is trying to sort out how things are…who’s doing what.  And then there seemed to be a lot of new people always arriving, right?
KR:
New people were arriving all the time.   Each of our command guys are used to being in charge of the situation.  We had to get the command structure clear and that takes a while.  Then there were meetings that went on, very lengthy, a lot of different people.   And then there was the political aspect that needed to be taken care of by the Governor’s personnel and before they made decisions they needed to be approved by whomever and so there was a lot of private communication.    

JB:
When that’s all going on, how do you get updated?

KR:
In the beginning, we were involved in a lot of the meetings, but it wasn’t very successful because not a lot was being accomplished.   So what we decided was to have one person from negotiations to attend these meetings.  
            The DOC wanted to know after each conversation what was going on so we added a representative from the DOC.   Officers next door were provided with a speaker to listen.     So slowly, there was some organization building up.

Negotiations Plan

All agreements required that the inmates give-up something in order to receive something.   Therefore, a handcuff key was exchanged for bullets; food was traded for 2 shanks and a can of Mace; Tylenol was bartered for 2 pepper spray canisters.   This same basic strategy led to the release of the male hostage on the seventh day of the crisis and release of the second hostage and the surrender of the inmates on the last day.
JB:
Is everything pretty well scripted for you in the sense that you have a game plan as you go along?  Or are you reacting?  Are you doing both?

KR:
There are certain things that the tactical team wants you to find out.   For instance, about weapons, locations, where everybody is positioned, whether they’re secure, whether they’re vulnerable.  They want to know their health and well-being. 

JB:       How did you become a primary negotiator?

KR:
The very first negotiator was a male.  There was a confrontation with them and that’s when I was able to step in.


The reason I stepped in was because I had had contact with the family and the family thought that he would relate really well to me and he did.  And we were successful, so then, after my negotiation, they decided to stay with a female for a while.    It was successful at first.   Later, the men became more effective
JB:
When you stepped up to do this, they had gathered some information by now, were you prepped in some way about his personality?
FV:
I had been there the whole time.  In the room, participating in this, gathering intelligence, I had dealt a lot with the family over the phone, so I had gained a lot of foundation information about behavior by interviewing the family.

JB:
They were cooperative?

KR:
Yes, they were.  

            You’re kind of hesitant to bring family members into the negotiations.   It is risky.   You need to be careful that they don’t just want to talk to them and get it over with.  You have to get a good feel for family members.

JB:
You knew these people as well as you could in the circumstances, you had a profile at this point in time, but you still took a gamble.

KR:
They were helpful.   By this time the FBI was involved, and FBI agents picked them up from the airport, put them up in a hotel, and were talking to them in detail.  It was a risk, but it paid off.

JB:
They were pretty calm.

KR:
Based on the information we got from interviewing them, it was a pretty stable thing.  Wassenaar didn’t relate, didn’t respect anybody, and pretty much only thought of himself, but he did respect his sister.  She was the foundation of his world, a mother figure.   There were a lot of questions about handling this situation.   Whether to introduce her, put her on the phone, tell him she was here.   It wasn’t decided only by the negotiators.   It was a command issue and it was decided that it was a good idea to bring her into the picture.

On the sixth day of the incident, Wassenaar lost his temper in frustration with the pace of the negotiations and the inmates threatened to cut off one of the fingers of the female hostage.   Amidst screams from the hostage, the negotiator gradually calmed the situation and the guard was not cut. 
JB:
Was there tremendous pressure to attack the tower at that point?
KR:
That was a very tenuous situation.  Yes, the tactical team can sometimes be a little more aggressive than the negotiators.  

JB:
Two different functions?
KR:
I think what really helped out in this situation is that our tactical people had training so they get a more global viewpoint of it.  The second thing that helped was that it was such a difficult tower to breach, there were so many things they had to take into account because we knew the inmates were reinforcing the entry way, booby trapping, covering the glass.   The tactical team had to take all that into consideration with detailed planning, reconstructing angles, and directions.   It’s a very technical field.

We didn’t have the ability to see well because they covered all the windows so many tactics had to be taken into account.   Under normal situations such as a regular building, it would have been different.   This structure was built like a fortress. 

JB:
Were you there for the 15 days?

KR:
I did have one day off.  They made me take it off.  Took me a while to get back into a pattern.  Whole system was affected by it.  One night I woke up and I heard something and my daughter was in the hallway and I said, “Are they out?” and she says, “Go back to sleep.” It takes a toll.

JB:
Stress, then you have to go back.  That has to be hard.

KR:
It isn’t fun.  But even after it was over, you’re living on adrenalin.

JB:
What do you do?

KR:
Focus on your family, people who are important to you, your normal life.  It took some time for me.  A few days.  I guess in the long run, other situations level up here.  You’re performing at your best because of the urgency of the situation.  Afterwards, you kind of have to wind-down.   
JB:
Through each day, there were times that negotiations fell apart between negotiators and the hostage holders.  They discovered there were bugs in the radio and other surprises such as a hole cut in the fence by the tactical unit.   If you’re doing anything as you’re going through this, it’s trying to build trust, isn’t that correct?
KR:
That’s a huge part in it. It was a challenge because tactical had certain things they had to do.  Command had certain decisions and we needed to facilitate both sides.  

JB:
So really as a negotiator in this situation, you’re negotiator for hostages and everyone else.

KR:
Yes.

JB:
When you’re doing this would it be correct to say that you’re negotiating all the time?  Your negotiation is ongoing with everybody, right?

KR:
With the different agencies, and command and tactical, yes.  That would be accurate.  Among ourselves, coming-up with a game plan, all the communications, with negotiations.  We’re in the middle.  Literally. 

JB:
You’ve got to be a pretty skilled…

KR:
Communicator.  I guess what’s helped me and the other negotiators, the majority of us are officers, dealing from experience with people who are aggressive or depressed on the streets.   You learn to do that.  And I didn’t start when I was a spring chicken, so I had a lot of experiences being a parent, working in a school, just everyday life, so I guess that’s just one aspect.

JB:
So this is a career for you then?

KR:
It’s a passion.  Absolutely.  

JB:
Tell me if you can, what is it that gives you your fix on this?  This is a really risky?  Do you like the tension of it?

KR:
I think probably just because I work best under extreme situations.  I can’t think of a more extreme situation than what I just went through.  Such an adrenalin rush.  And when it happens and it’s good, it’s like I really made a difference.   It’s that a guy’s alive because of me, because of the gift of gab.  Because I was in touch with him …..
KR:
Like a doctor, they’re going in there, there’s a risk every time.  Look at that, look at what the positive steps are coming.  Occasionally, the negatives come out, but that’s just life.

JB:
Were there times when you and the team were discouraged?
KR:   Yes, not about the negotiations, but because of the lack of command unity.  If there was one person to answer to that would be fine.   In law enforcement, there’s definitely a chain of command and you report to one person.  We understand that, that’s how we are set-up.
JB:
There were how many negotiating?

KR:
There were around a dozen primaries.   I started the second day, about one o’clock, and went through that afternoon.   I got a few hours of sleep, came back and did another day.  Then I was going to be for the third…I don’t know if it was the third or fourth day, they all kind of blended together.  I was there from the beginning before they sent me home.  

JB:
When you were doing this, you had built up some rapport and you knew some insights that nobody else did even though they were listening.   You had a sense of you were helping guide the conversation?

KR:
Yes.

JB:
Did they debrief you then?

KR:
No, at the end, when everything was over.

JB:
How about during a transition from you to someone else?

KR:   Everybody…when we’re in the negotiation room, the secondary has had his briefing because there was a speaker in the listening room, so everybody was on the same page.  Of course, they couldn’t read my thoughts.

            All the information I had gotten, his sister, everybody, we had debriefed them on it.  Any new information that was available, everybody was given a copy, so everybody was pretty much on the same page.  We talked so much in between calls that we articulated every thought within reason.  Every thought, every strategy and it was kind of decided amongst during conversation, you kind of build what’s in your head. 

JB:
And you’re handling all this.  Now, patience was the game plan that was overriding, right?

KR:
Yes.

JB:
How did you make those calls?  Did you get together and say I’m hearing ….?   Do you ever say things like that?

KR:
Yes, after each call.   We all talked about how each call went, what our thoughts were and even single words.   
Final negotiations for surrender and hostage release

Wassenaar asked to negotiate the final surrender terms with Phoenix Police Department negotiator Bob Ragsdale who had conducted some of the earlier negotiations.   It proved to be far more complex matter than one might have imagined.   Wassenaar demanded that power be restored to the tower facility, a tape of his former wife be played, a telephone call with his sister be completed and that fresh clothing and a final dinner be delivered.   The dinner was to include T-bone steaks, baked potatoes, soft drinks and a twelve-pack of Heineken beer.   It was a show-stopper demand.       

JB:
One of the rules of hostage negotiating is that you never trade liquor for anything. You folks had to make a call when they asked for beer for the last supper.   You bargained down from 12 to 6 and finally to two beers.   It was a difficult situation, but I think that was a terrific trade.

KR:
Yes, for a hostage.  In negotiations 101 you don’t do that, but this wasn’t a typical situation.   The choice was to stick by the rule and have this officer come out in a bag or go out on a limb and take a chance.   Sometimes taking a chance is the way to go and I think that it paid off.

JB:
Was it also a question of trust?
KR:      The main thing that prisoners pride themselves on is integrity.  It’s relative.
             Trust and respect are huge things.   Each time a negotiator came on, if they waffled in their words or something happened that he didn’t trust them it was a set-back.    I had to build on trust and it took me a lot to build it.   I said, hey, I know you’re a man of your word.   I’m going to be square and he respected that position.

JB:
So is that the most important thing, the key?

KR:
I don’t know if one specific thing is the most important thing, but it is a key factor, absolutely.

JB:
What else is a key factor?  

KR:
Communication.

JB:
Early in the negotiations the inmates demanded that they be guaranteed that they would be transferred from Arizona prisons to prisoners nearer their homes.  They asked for Maine and Wisconsin prison assignments.   How important was that deal?
KR:     With the inmates?  That was critical, huge.  They didn’t believe it.  It was there.   It was on the table.   Truly brought to the table, signed in blood, you name it.  It took a lot of convincing to have them think that it was going to be and it was.

JB:
What was your sense of these fellows as they went along?  One of them was a pretty savvy person, wasn’t he?  The one they called “Rooster”?
KR:
He was just that, strutting around, lot of show.  

JB:
Pretty smart?
KR:
Very well educated, on his own.  I think he had a GED, but he had learned quite a bit in the library.  He has been in prison since he was a teenager.  The longest time he’d been out was a few months at a time, before he screwed up.  He was very manipulative, very self-centered, a sociopath.   One of the psychologists from the FBI gave us an outline and it was like whoo.  And it was unusual dealing with him because most people have a sense of right and wrong, sense of logic and they go through the normal thought processes, but he was way out there.  For example, when he was ordering food, he ordered stuff like packaged tuna.   He just had no sense of real world.  He used a thought process that was totally foreign to me.

JB:
When you were talking with him and you have this profile in your mind, you have a lot to keep track of every moment.   Are you trying to evaluate all these comments?
KR:
Yes.  Every conversation that we had I was trying to figure out why he was asking me this … what his motive is.  So the way he thinks, trying to put myself in that position.  Had to go with the flow, focus, focus on conversation, not just how it’s going, but on every word and the way that he’s going.

JB:
During all that was he threatening?

KR:
No.  He was great with me.  He enjoyed my jokes.   I treated him with respect.      If you treat people with respect, they respond to you better.   I knew from interviewing inmates that if you treat them like a real person they respond to you much better.

            I treated him like I would anybody else.   Along with that comes the joking, building rapport, that’s the negotiating.  Sometimes I’d play a little, asking him to explain some things.  He was so hungry for attention and I gave him that attention.  

JB:
How long were your sessions?
KR:
Some were almost half an hour, some were just a couple minutes.  I’m sending food, for example.  Several were a half hour or more.

JB:
You had an agenda, he had an agenda.   You were pretty skilled, though he was too.  How did that play out?  Did you ever have a sense that he was trying to manipulate you?

KR:
Yes.  He was a smart cookie.

Negotiations on the first day led to an opportunity for authorities to talk with one of the hostages and the delivery of an AM/FM radio to the tower late in the afternoon.   Later, Wassenaar discovered that the radio had a listening device within it   Trust was seriously damaged.    
KR:
I think he kind of knew from the way I explained to him, there was a bug.   They picked up on him, after one of my phone calls, saying, uh oh, she thinks she’s won.    I don’t recall exactly what he said, but it was about my getting the better of him because I was hearing him
JB:
In the negotiations that you do, unlike other negotiations, if you don’t like the people you can not walk out.   How do you deal with that?

KR:     We get in a lot of situations that we must stay until resolution.  You do your job.

JB:
You didn’t like these guys?

KR:
I didn’t like them.  I didn’t trust them.  I was for the hostages.  But more than that, I was there for the ideal situation, everybody was hoping.  They’re not upstanding citizens, and would the world be a better place?  I don’t know.  It’s not my question.  I think it’s a higher being than that that has to answer that question.

JB:
It’s a different type of negotiation than most of us ever deal with in that the stakes are life or death.

KR:
Yes, my field deals with death.  The less we can have of that the better for everybody, even the prisoners.   I would rather it come out this way with everybody alive.
JB:
Will still be a hostage negotiator?

KR:
Yes.

JB:
So when that happens, you drop everything and respond?

KR:
On call all the time.
Update:

Steven Coy pled guilty to fourteen felony counts and was sentenced to serve seven life sentences, totaling 225 additional years for his actions in the prison hostage incident.   This term is in addition to seven life sentences he was serving for earlier convictions.   In keeping with the negotiated bargain, he is serving these sentences in the State of Maine as was agreed by the negotiators.

Ricky Wassenaar is contesting the charges brought against him for the hostage incident and awaiting trial on his case.


This article draws upon many newspaper accounts, particularly those in The Arizona Republic, and on the Preliminary Findings and Recommendations (2004) of the Arizona Governor’s Commission.

You may contact Sergeant Rustenburg by e-mail at K_Rustenburg@MCSO.maricopa.gov
You may contact John D. Baker by e-mail at editor@negotiatormagazine.com
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