The Tactical Dance
By

Russ Moore 
"Okay, what do you want me to do?" the tired suspect asked the crisis negotia​tor. ''I'm coming out." The weary nego​tiator replied, "Good. Here's what I need you to do ... " 
The surrender phase of any tactical operation is the most dangerous time. The volatile and unpredictable nature of human behavior makes the conveyance of simple instructions paramount to the safe resolution of any incident. SWAT tactics will be dictated based on what the sus​pect is told and how clearly he/she understands those orders. It is vital for all tactical personnel to work as a coordinat​ed unit. The only way this coordination 

is ensured is through continuous joint training involving both SWAT and CNT elements.
Establishing areas of responsibility is important to the mission.   Generally, CNT will have communication responsibility with the suspect as long as the suspect is inside the house/building.   Once the suspect leaves the home or clears the threshold of the door, the suspect is passed like a ballroom dancer and it becomes SWAT’s responsibility to issue takedown orders. Of course, the situation may dictate CNT is placed within the SWAT perimeter and can assist SWAT by issuing the takedown orders from a posi​tion of cover. 
The suspect's exit from the building must be as choreographed as a ballet between SWAT and CNT. No one likes surprises, and a surrender phase can be riddled with twists and turns. CNT should never get on the phone with a suspect without knowing how SWAT wants the suspect to exit the building in the event of quick surrender. Because the suspect may be under the influence of drugs and/or alcohol, or suffering from poor comprehension skills, it is impor​tant the negotiator uses simple language when giving the suspect directions on how to exit the building.
"Come out the front door, arms held over your head, nothing in your hands, and follow the commands of the guys outside." This command may seem very simple for a normal person to follow, but what if the suspect is under the influence or has other ideas? What if facts are assumed by SWAT/CNT? 
The exit door needs to be clearly established among SWAT, CNT and the suspect. The "front door" can easily be assumed to be that door which faces toward the front of the house. This seems simple enough for everyone on scene to understand, but what if the family tradi​tionally uses the rear door, which opens into the alley, and is the door the family has always called the front door? The last thing SWAT needs is for the takedown team on the front side, expecting the sus​pect to exit the "front door," to be sur​prised by the suspect exiting the rear door. Never assume anything. 
This situation can be eliminated with very explicit directions. "Exit the door facing toward First Street and walk toward the blue Ford in the driveway." This style of giving directions is very simple and eliminates any misunder​standings concerning which door the suspect should exit. 

Giving the suspect the name of the SWAT officer outside who will be issuing directions once he has cleared the thresh​old and is outside may lessen the anxiety level of the subject. The suspect is aware SWAT has surrounded his home. CNT must fight through the TV image of SWAT - crashing doors, swinging through windows, looting and shooting. It will be up to CNT to assure the sus​pect all aspects of the surrender are under control and convey a "this is no big deal" attitude. It might be easier to calm the suspect by telling him to walk outside and listen to "Dave" rather than "SWAT Officer Jones." 
What if the suspects want to meet with the negotiator after the surrender? In this day of many dysfunctional per​sons and the chances of repeat offenders, a kind word or face may make the differ​ence in any future situations involving the same person. San Diego Sheriff's Department negotiator Mike Kick was called to the scene of a suspect threaten​ing to jump off a cliff into the path of a passing train. Kick talked with "Donald" for more than an hour and finally con​vinced the mentally ill man to come down to safety. Six months later, Kick was called to the scene of a man threaten​ing to jump off a freeway overpass. He was surprised to see Donald once again. The two talked and Kick once again con​vinced Donald to come down. Donald said he came down because he liked Kick and trusted him from the first incident. It's always important to leave any suspect on a positive note. 
The surrender phase is the most dangerous time in any incident. It is a time of great unknowns for both SWAT and the suspect. Without continuously training and practicing together, SWAT and CNT will be like teenagers at their first dance - nervous and fumbling.
Sergeant Russ Moore is a 24-year veteran of the San Diego Sheriff’s Office.   He is a former SWAT team member and is currently assigned as a crisis negotiator.
This article first appeared in the Winter 2005 Crisis Negotiator, the quarterly professional journal of The National Tactical Officers Association.
