                                  VICTIM PRECIPITATED SUICIDE

         “THE WEAPON OF CHOICE IS US”



       By 
                        Russ Moore

On the early morning of September 25, 2000 Spring Valley Patrol Units responded to a call of a suicidal female.  As they arrived at the home, the subject (Pamela O.) drove away in her car.    Deputies were told by family members that Pamela was armed with a handgun and wanted to kill herself.    Patrol attempted to stop Pamela’s car, but she led them on a low speed pursuit around Spring Valley.    This pursuit ultimately terminated when Pamela drove her car into the parking lot of the Mormon Church, directly across the street from Mt. Miguel High School.  Pamela exited the car with the gun held under her chin.   She asked the deputies to shoot her.   Deputy Stuart Rea was one of the first patrol units on scene and was also a Crisis Negotiations Team Member.  He began a dialogue with Pamela.

Pamela continues to walk around the parking lot of the church with the gun under her chin.   She walks directly at the deputies and demands they kill her.     All deputies hold their fire. The gun under Pamela’s chin appeared to be a .44 revolver.     Speculation went around the deputies--- “is it loaded?”  “Is it real?” 

 SED has deployed and have Pamela surrounded.    Snipers are following her movements with their rifles trained on her.     Pamela takes notice of them and comments, “I’m glad SWAT is here.  I know they can shoot.”   She then begins walking directly at one of the SED perimeter positions.    If she gets too close and refuses to drop her weapon, they will be forced to stop her.  “Pamela, walk back to me!” yells Deputy Rea. “You need to come back and talk to me!  We can help you if you put down the gun.”    Pamela continued to walk directly at the SED personnel.

”I’m going to point my gun at that SWAT guy, “said Pamela.    “I know he can shoot and kill me without it hurting.”    As Pamela continued her walk toward certain death, Deputy Rea yelled to her, “How do you think that deputy is going to feel after shooting you?”  “Do you really want that to be on his conscience, that you forced him to kill you?”    This statement stopped Pamela.   She appeared to be deep in thought.  After a few minutes, she turned and faced Deputy Rea and said, “I hadn’t thought about how the officer would feel.”   Deputy Rea could see a change in Pamela’s face and her demeanor.  He began coaxing her toward his safe position.   After a three hour stand-off, Pamela dropped her weapon and was taken into custody without injury to her or any law enforcement personnel. 

Pamela was arrested for evading and sentenced to probation.  She has received psychiatric treatment and has reunited with her family.

Why would a person ask the police to kill them?

31,000 people a year commit suicide.    Another 775,000 person’s attempt suicide.   The reasons vary from person to person.    Loss and rejection are the two most common reasons for a person to commit suicide.    Loss of a job, loved one, or rejection of a loved one (divorce or relationship ending) will cause a person to become depressed.   Untreated Depression is the #1 cause of suicide.

But why chose the police as the vehicle of their death?     Victim Precipitated Suicide (VPS) or “Suicide by Cop (SBC) has been studied for many years and is a recognized phenomenon by both investigators and the legal system.    SBC is the term professionals in the field prefer, but “Suicide by Cop” implies to the uninformed the idea the police officer involved had a “say” in the incident, where in fact, these incidents are entirely suspect driven (notice the term suspect is used throughout this report- not subject).  New terms such as “Victim Precipitated Homicide” or “Victim Precipitated Suicide” are acceptable and more accurately describe the circumstances of these incidents. 

In a 1998 The Los Angeles Sheriff Department (LASO) completed the most comprehensive study of SBC to date. They examined 437 Officer Involved Shootings (OIS).   Of the 437 OIS, 11% were determined to have SBC characteristics (i.e.… subject told others of a desire to die, engaged in high risk behavior, pointed a weapon at law enforcement, etc...)

Gaining as much intelligence about the subject and the situation is paramount in ensuring the safety.   This process starts with dispatch and communications personnel.    Listening and asking the right questions will provide the responders a clear picture of the situation they are responding.

In the LASO Study, 50% of SBC subjects were intoxicated at the time of the incident.   Alcohol/drugs allow a person to overcome their inhibitions and become more impulsive (i.e.. lethal).   Domestic Violence calls comprised the majority of SBC incidents (42%).    Drugs/Alcohol and domestic violence go hand in hand.     (Pamela has a history of drug abuse, but is not under the influence at this time)

SBC subjects will normally choose a familiar place to complete their final act.    In the LASO Study, 72% occurred in the home.    It is very dangerous at this point for police to “invade another mans territory.”   A mans home is his castle.    People have been known to fight to the death in defense of the castle.    If at all possible, have the suspect exit his home- do not go inside after him/her.   (Pamela led the pursuit to the church parking lot- HER CHURCH PARKING LOT).

The LASO Study found 78% of the weapons used by VPH subjects were fully loaded and operational weapons.    Police have a “helper mode” and generally see suicidal persons as people to be helped or saved.    Police under-estimate the danger the suspect presents and often place themselves in poor tactical position in an effort to “help” the person.   Cops have been known to take a gun or knife from the hand of a suicidal individual.  Would you do this with a murder suspect?    (Pamela’s handgun is later found to be fully loaded)

41% of VPH are having major family problems at the time of their deaths.    The loss of social support is a contributing factor to the stress that drives a person to suicidal ideations.   This becomes especially true when a person has attempted suicide in the past.  Prior suicide attempts become a conditional response to life’s stressors.   Also persons with a history of assaultive behavior are more predisposed to violent outbursts. The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior.  (Pamela was having marital problems and did not think her husband loved her)

Attempts to help the suicidal person may be viewed as an annoyance, especially if there is no connection between the suspect and negotiator.   This situation may cause the suspect to go forward with his destructive behavior to escape the “annoying” police officers.    Repeatedly asking, “put down the gun, put down the gun,” is unproductive if not complied with on the initial request.     Move onto other topics and occasionally come back to the relinquishing the weapon directive.

All suicide attempts should be viewed as dangerous situations.    A suicidal person can become homicidal instantaneously.    Law Enforcement has no legal obligation to intervene in suicide attempts (Adams vs. Freemont).    Sometimes doing nothing is the safest option.     No Deputy Sheriff should feel compelled to place themselves in a dangerous position to save a suicidal person.   All suicides in progress are homicides looking for a victim.







