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Introduction 

This report addresses materials received by the Independent Police Auditor (“IPA”) for review 

from the first half of 2020.  It includes three cases that were investigated by the Palo Alto Police 

Department (“PAPD”) and completed during that time period.  Each involved relatively 

straightforward matters that were handled through the Department’s “Informal Inquiry” process, 

which we described in our most recent report. 

As we put it then, these cases arise from a public complaint (as opposed to internally generated 

allegations) for which PAPD “was able to reach a resolution regarding its merits without going 

through a full-scale investigation process (including, most significantly, interviews of witnesses 

and subjects).” The Department’s adoption of body-worn cameras has added to the efficiency with 

which it can evaluate many allegations through readily available recorded evidence. The intent is 

to streamline the investigative process without sacrificing documentation, review, and appropriate 

accountability. 

While a more robust approach – including interviews – continues to be important in many 

instances, the Informal Inquiry concepts makes sense to us when applied selectively.1  Two of the 

cases discussed below (including one in which the complaint was sustained) seemed to have been 

handled in an appropriate fashion.  The third, involving a woman who felt that two officers had 

responded inadequately to a request for help as she sought to leave a protest, struck us as slightly 

more complicated, as we explain. 

Along with the matters that provide the substance of our report for this cycle, there is a corollary 

absence of the other kinds of cases that have been within our “jurisdiction” for several years.  No 

Taser uses or other misconduct investigations were completed during the six-months at issue here.  

A final introductory note:  we submit this report on the heels of a recent City Council meeting in 

which our scope of work for the City was expanded in notable ways.  These include the addition of 

a new mandate to review all significant force uses by PAPD officers – a range that obviously goes 

well beyond the specific access to Taser deployment cases that we have had for several years.  The 

City has also asked OIR Group to resume its review of internally generated complaints by 

Department employees against their sworn colleagues.  These steps reflect a heightened 

commitment to transparency and accountability by the City’s leadership, and we look forward to 

providing a further window into the Department’s systems for addressing concerns. 

1 It is our understanding that the Department’s leadership recently updated the name it uses for these matters 

to “Supervisor Inquiry Investigation.” 
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Misconduct Investigations

Case 1: Allegation of Threatening, Harassing, and Coercive 

Behavior  

Factual Overview 

The complainant alleged that she was “abused, harassed, and threatened” by a PAPD officer and a 

supervisor.  The allegation stemmed from a call for service in which an individual alleged that he 

witnessed the complainant get out of her parked vehicle and “key” his car while he was sitting in 

the driver’s seat.  A review of the police report and body camera footage shows the officer 

responding to the call, talking with the owner, and eventually talking with the complainant after 

she returned to her vehicle. 

As a result of the investigation, the officer prepared a vandalism report setting out the victim’s 

account of what had occurred.  The report further notes that the complainant denied the vandalism 

allegation but said that she would pay for the damage.   The report was forwarded to the District 

Attorney, who filed one count of felony vandalism against the complainant. 

The complainant alleged that the officer threatened her, accused her of vandalism, and advised her 

that she would be the subject of a criminal complaint which could lead to her arrest.  The 

complainant further alleged that the officer had “hunted her down” in an effort to locate her. 

The supervisor who reviewed the complaint noted that PAPD policy requires officers to make 

reasonable attempts to locate, identify, and interview all available victims, complainants, 

witnesses, and suspects.  He determined that based on the review of the body-worn camera account 

of the encounter that the officer’s investigative steps and interaction with the complainant were 

consistent with this directive.  Finally, the supervisor noted that that his review of the body camera 

recordings did not depict any conduct on part of the responding officer that would be considered 

objectively threatening or inappropriate. 

Outcome and Analysis 

IPA was provided the complaint, the police report, and the body camera footage of the encounter 

and reviewed the materials independently.  Based on that review, we concur with the PAPD 

supervisor that there is no conduct or actions on behalf of the responding officer that would 

constitute threatening, abusive, harassing, or any other inappropriate conduct. 
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We were also provided with the letter that PAPD is required under state law to provide to the 

complainant advising of the results of the investigation.  As with prior letters we have reviewed, 

this letter consists of four “boilerplate” sentences that does not provide any detail about how or 

why the Department reached the conclusion it did.  As we have said previously, PAPD’s failure to 

provide additional information about what was done to investigate the complainant’s allegations 

and the reasons for its conclusion is a missed opportunity to “show its work” and demonstrated that 

the allegations were seriously considered.  In fairness, though, we note that the command staff has 

expressed its acknowledgement of that point and the closing letter in this matter preceded our 

initial recommendation.  More importantly, PAPD has shifted its approach in more recent 

communications, and provided us with examples of a more effective approach. We appreciate that 

the Department considered and adopted our recommendation and commend PAPD for this increase 

in transparency.   

Case 2: Allegation of Excessive Speed by Officer 

Factual Overview 

A member of the public contacted the Department to complain that an officer in a 

marked police vehicle had accelerated “faster than other cars” after being stopped with 

them at a signal, and seemed to be exceeding the posted speed limit. This individual 

provided sufficient details about time and place that the Department was able to 

ascertain the identity of the relevant officer and extract recorded information about the 

incident in question.  The car’s own video system provided useful evidence in this 

regard.   

Through its initial inquiry, PAPD learned that the officer was in fact responding to a 

call for service, but it was non-emergency in nature.  The officer was found to have 

been driving some 20 miles over the speed limit, in keeping with the allegation as 

reported.   

Outcome and Analysis 

The Department decided to address this issue informally, through documented 

counseling and a review about the policy relating to responding to calls. This was 

based in part on the light traffic conditions, the non-egregious nature of the officer’s 

violation, and the absence of any collateral consequences.2  In much the same way that 

2 At the same time, it should be noted that the poor impression – and unfortunate example – that the officer 

left with the person who ultimately complained is itself a concern that merits some level of attention.  But 

we have no reason to believe that bad driving habits are endemic within PAPD, and the command staff has 

conveyed to us that road safety is in fact a point of emphasis in the organization.   
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officers exercise their discretion to give motorists a warning rather than a citation at 

the end of some traffic stops, it is reasonable for the Department to stop short of 

formal discipline in a situation like this – provided that some form of intervention and 

documentation has occurred. 

We were impressed with the Department’s ability to swiftly determine what had 

happened and to devise an appropriate response. 

Case 3: Allegation of “Dereliction of Duty” 

Factual Overview 

This case was initially submitted by a woman who wished to remain anonymous (although she 

had provided information about her identity in the course of filing her complaint online).  She 

expressed disappointment in the lack of assistance she received from two PAPD officers when 

she approached them as a protest event was coming to an end. 

At the time of the incident, the woman told the officers that a fellow protestor, whose 

antagonistic behavior had been addressed by organizers, was now creating problems for 

individuals who had intervened with him.  This individual was actually standing in a group of 

several people with the woman as she engaged the officers.  She apparently hoped the officers 

would speak with the man or otherwise facilitate the safe departure from the scene of herself 

and her associates.  Instead, per her complaint, the officers “refused” to help, looked at them as 

if they were “ridiculous,” and seemed “amused” by their situation.  The woman said that the 

man then followed her to her car in a harassing manner as the two officers drove away a 

moment later, never looking in their direction. 

The woman did not reply at first to requests for a further interview about her complaint.  

Nonetheless, the Department was able to find some relevant evidence based on the information 

she had provided in writing.  It learned that, at the time of the encounter with the woman and 

her group, the officers were finalizing an accident investigation:  a driver had collided at low 

speed with one of the officer’s police vehicles, and the other officer was there to handle the 

traffic collision report.  There was also a short body-worn camera recording that included audio 

of the very end of the encounter.  The woman (who was on crutches) seemed mildly 

apprehensive, but walked off voluntarily and in the same direction as the others (including the 

man who was apparently concerning her). 

Outcome and Analysis 

The sergeant who initially handled this complaint found that the officers had acted appropriately.  

Though no interviews with the officers were conducted, the sergeant drew inferences from the 

available records, and gave considerable weight to the fact that the officers were – unbeknownst to 
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the complainant – finishing the accident call and therefore somewhat occupied.  The sergeant 

determined that the request for officers to somehow keep the allegedly problematic member of the 

group with them as the others left would have amounted to a “detention” that was not legally 

justified.  The sergeant also noted that the body-worn camera evidence suggested that the group 

was voluntarily – and without apparent distress – moving away together at the end of the exchange 

with officers.  The officers were “exonerated” at the “Informal Inquiry” level. 

A few months later, the lieutenant who had first sought a supplemental interview with the 

complainant was in fact able to speak with the person.  The conversation seems to have been a 

productive one.  The woman learned that the officers actually had been involved in another service 

call, and she was also able to present her concerns more fully. After considering her options, she 

decided she was satisfied to keep the matter at an “informal” level, having been assured that the 

lieutenant would speak to both officers “and discuss better communication during and after a 

protest.” 

This last exchange certainly strengthened the overall quality of the PAPD response, and the 

woman’s own apparent inaccessibility at the outset of the review was clearly a limiting factor in 

the Department’s ability to investigate.  Still, we were somewhat underwhelmed by the quality of 

the initial review of this matter.  The “tail” of reaching a prompt resolution seems to have wagged 

the “dog” of conducting a thorough inquiry, particularly insofar as an interview of one or both 

officers could have certainly clarified some of the specific issues that the complaint raised.  These 

included the following: 

• The complainant directed her written concerns at one officer by name, saying

that they knew each other, but no apparent familiarity was observable on the

recordings.

• The recordings themselves were not as helpful as they might have been if both

officers had engaged their cameras as soon as the group approached.  It is

unclear why they didn’t, and the “Informal Inquiry” did not address this

question.

• The officers’ preoccupation with the accident issue was supposedly a factor in

their limited ability to provide assistance.  But the collision call was over for

all practical purposes, and – as the complainant suggested – seemingly not so

demanding as to consume both officers.

• The complainant claimed that the officer she mentioned by name had actually

been working at the protest and had observed the problematic behavior of the

man she was concerned about – thereby providing some additional context for

her request for help and a potential basis for greater intervention.  Again, this

was not explored.

• The complainant alleged that, after her brief and unsatisfying request for help,

the officers subsequently had driven right past as the woman dealt with the
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predicted harassment at her car. This was addressed speculatively by the 

handling sergeant, who surmised that the crowded environment made it 

“reasonable” to assume the officers were unaware.  Obviously, though, 

actually asking the officers about it would have produced a more definitive 

answer. 

• The allegations of inappropriate reactions (including the officers laughing at

the group and making dismissive comments) were not definitively resolved.

Additionally, while the lieutenant and the complainant seemed to reach a positive “meeting of the 

minds” during their follow-up conversation a few months later, there is no documentation in the 

investigative file as to any related counseling or discussion that the lieutenant had with the 

involved officers.  While it may have occurred – and seems like a worthwhile and adequate 

remediation – the record-keeping component is important for various reasons.3 

As we have said previously, we recognize that, under the right circumstances, the “Informal 

Inquiry” approach can be as effective and suitable as it is efficient in addressing certain allegations.  

But that reality turns on a few key factors, with the conclusiveness of the available evidence being 

one of them. 

Here, the situation at issue seems to have been low-key in its intensity, and the officers don’t 

appear to have been malicious or egregious in their decision-making.  However, the Informal 

Inquiry left not only unanswered questions but also other “low hanging fruit” in terms of PAPD 

making the most of feedback from its public. 

RECOMMENDATION TWO:  PAPD should limit its use of the Informal 

Inquiry to situations in which available evidence lends itself to a conclusive 

awareness of what occurred or why the complaint otherwise lacks validity. 

RECOMMENDATION THREE:  PAPD should include relevant documentation 

whenever the outcome of a case involves counseling of the involved officers.  

3In subsequent conversations with the Department, we have been advised that while the non-disciplinary 

after-actions have been documented, there has been no practice of including the record of those 

interventions in the investigative file.  PAPD indicates amenability toward doing so on a forward-going 

basis. 
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