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Officer Involved Shootings in Smaller Departments 
By Chief David Kurz, Durham Police Department (NH) 

 

The old adage, “it can’t happen here” is not a philosophy that we, as police man-

agers, should consider as we provide leadership to our organizations. For many 

smaller law enforcement agencies, the unique nature of policing in our commu-

nities often equates to traffic enforcement, an occasional daytime burglary, and 

the rare cases involving robbery or assault. As executives in smaller agencies, we 

continuously attempt to balance increasing service demands with shrinking 

budgets, while preparing our organizations as best we can for those things that 

‘can’t happen here!’  Such was the situation, 

in December 2012, when officers from the 

Durham Police Department provided backup 

to a neighboring community, as one of their 

officers responded to a domestic incident 

where shots had been fired. Immediately 

upon arrival, Durham officers encountered  

a man brandishing a handgun. As he pointed the gun toward the officers and 

ignored repeated commands to drop the weapon, the man was shot.   

 Once it was established that our officers were not physically hurt, literally by 

removing their body armor and performing an inspection, the supervisor re-

ferred to a use-of-force policy for officer-involved shootings. It is of critical im-

portance to have such a policy in place for uncommon or rare events as the doc-

ument provides guidance, to officers on the scene, in a step-by-step format. This 

is especially helpful in stressful situations such as an officer-involved shooting. 

As blood pressures begin to drop and crime scenes are secured, there are a host 

of critical issues that as police chiefs, we will be left to address through litigation 

and deposition, personnel considerations and union observation, or media and 

public scrutiny. Durham is located in the seacoast area of New Hampshire and is 

a host community for the University of New Hampshire (UNH). With 19 sworn 

and three support staff, the police department serves a fluctuating population 

comprising 8,700 full-time citizens and 14,000 students at UNH.  
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In many ways, the community is controlled, in large part, by the UNH school year. Policing in this environment 

becomes extremely demanding beginning at the start of the academic year, in September, until homecoming 

weekend in late October. Officer-involved shootings in the state of New Hampshire are considered unusual, but 

in Durham, most would think it highly unlikely. Until that day in December 2012, my resume, as a police chief of 

three agencies and 36 years of law enforcement experience, did not include an officer-involved shooting. This 

article is designed to offer insight and suggestions to my peers, who lead similarly small law enforcement agen-

cies, based on the many “lessons learned” during this rare but very plausible event. 

  

What Do You Mean We Don’t Have Enough Weapons? 

The Durham Police Department’s written directive states that once the scene is secure and there are no addi-

tional threats, all agency-owned firearms involved in the shooting will be taken by a supervisor and if circum-

stances allow, replaced with the supervisor’s and/or another on-duty officer’s firearm, if necessary. At this point, 

the weapons fired in the incident are now considered evidence and must be secured as such. With most of one 

shift’s weapons now considered as evidence, we found ourselves short. I learned quickly that leaving the officer 

involved in the incident without a firearm may cause him/her to feel that he/she had done something wrong. 

While budget realities may sustain my excuse for not having more than 20 handguns for the 19 person agency, I 

realized that this was a weak excuse at best. Fortunately, our weapons are manufactured in a neighboring com-

munity and we were able to place a rush order for three handguns that afternoon, so that no one, including the 

officers involved, would be without a proper firearm. 

Administrative Leave 

Our agency is no different than most in that our policy states “if the use of deadly force resulted in death or seri-

ous bodily injury the employee whose action caused the injury shall be relieved of line duty, with pay, pending 

administrative review.”  For smaller law enforcement agencies this creates a difficult challenge when an officer, 

or in our case, three officers were placed on administrative leave due to their involvement in this incident. I was 

faced with the reality that in an instant, 17% of the agency became unavailable to work.  Discussing this poten-

tial scenario with your governing body or town manager will provide them with an understanding of the implica-

tions of such an event, including unforeseen overtime expenditures. Like it or not, an officer-involved shooting 

will render one of more officers unavailable for work assignments.  

  

Contact Your Insurance Carrier 

In officer-involved situations, police chiefs should proceed on the assumption that the agency will be involved in 

some form of litigation. As soon as possible, the agency insurance carrier should be notified. In Durham’s case, 
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Meet the Mentors 

Meet the Mentors provides insight into the 
mentors of the New Police Chief Mentoring 
Project. The Mentoring Project matches newer 
chiefs with mentor chiefs for a period of 3-6 
months.  This formal mentoring process ena-
bles newer chiefs to learn how mentor chiefs 
addressed similar challenges and achieved 
success.   

Name: Dennis Butler 

Department: Ottawa 

(KS) Police Dept. 
Number Sworn: 27  

Population: 12,850 
Years as Chief: 9 

Career Highlights: 
 
 34 years of progressive law enforcement 

service including 9 years as Chief of Police, 
Ottawa KS and prior to that, 25 years with 
the Alexandria Police Dept. Alexandria, VA 

 Extensive experience in mobile computer 
systems development and domestic violence 
service programs. 

 Has received $1.5 million in grant funding for 
police equipment, programs and services.  

 Serves on the Governor’s Law Enforcement 
Sub-committee for Domestic Violence Train-
ing 

 Graduate of the F.B.I. National Academy, 
223rd Session  

Personal Quote: “New police chief mentoring is a 

rewarding experience and is consistent with the law 
enforcement tradition of helping colleagues without 
expectation of something in return.  I was one of the 
first participants in this program as a mentee, and 
since have worked with three new chiefs.”  

The Mentoring Project team is proud to have Chief 
Butler as a mentor and we thank him for his many 
contributions. To learn more about how you can be 
involved in the Mentoring Project, or how you can 
work with Chief Butler visit theiacp.org or call 1-800-
THE-IACP ext 844 

 

The insurance carrier assigned an attorney who contacted us, 

within 10 minutes of our initial call to the carrier, offering a 

number of helpful suggestions. Having experience handling a 

number of police shootings incidents,  the attorney was able to 

share significant insight for such matters as press releases, and 

the need to have a qualified psychologist provide a fitness-for-

duty debriefing, before the officers could return to duty.  While 

it may seem a strange suggestion that the officers should not 

complete an incident report, his concern was that there should 

be only one report. The attorney understood that in New 

Hampshire the incident report would be completed by the At-

torney General’s office, via State Police detectives, and he felt 

it would be prudent that the AG’s investigative reports be the 

sole existing documents regarding the incident.   

  

 

Home Visit  

While a Chief’s first inclination may be to leave the officer 

alone with his or her family, making a personal visit to the 

home of the officer, on administrative leave, is one of the most 

important actions a Chief can take. It is critical that the officer 

hears, in person from the agency leader, the actions that will 

be forthcoming including expectations for administration re-

view and the administrative leave processes, as well as a de-

briefing assessment. It is also important for the chief to explain 

to the family the various support services that are available. 

This information should be up to date and readily available for 

use in this type of event. An emphasis should be placed upon 

the fact that the department is concerned about the wellbeing 

of not just the officer, but the entire family. I was interested to 

hear that one of the primary concerns of the officer’s family 

was whether their children attended school with the children 

of the person who was shot. Children understand limited infor-

mation and the thought that their parent just shot someone or 

could have been shot themselves presents its’ own set of chal-

lenges that should not be ignored.    

 

 

http://www.theiacp.org/
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Complete “Response to Resistance” Report 

Our department has a policy requirement that state: “Whenever a member discharges a firearm for purposes other 

than training, the incident shall immediately be reported to a superior and documented by completing a Response to 

Resistance Report within 24 hours.” Despite the use of verbal commands and unsuccessful attempts to negotiate a 

peaceful solution, there are times when physical force is necessary to make an arrest, prevent an escape, overcome 

resistance or defend against injury to officers or citizens. Deadly force is the last resort in these situations and the of-

ficer’s response to that resistance must be documented, analyzed, and determined to be lawful and within policy 

guidelines of the agency. When a firearm is discharged, the Durham Police Department’s policy requires the chief to 

appoint a three-person committee to review the completed Response to Resistance Report, which contains only the 

facts and circumstances known to the employee at the time of the shooting. The single focus of this administrative 

committee is to determine whether applicable use-of-force policies or other rules/procedures were properly followed. 

Regardless of the circumstances, chiefs should not miss an opportunity to critique existing policies to ensure that they 

were applicable and effective to address the situation.  The review committee should review ONLY the Response to 

Resistance form and no other report during this segment of the incident review process. In many states, as is the case 

in New Hampshire, the Attorney General oversees the investigation and renders an opinion regarding whether the 

shooting by the officer was a legally justified use of force. State Police detectives conduct the interviews, process the 

crime scene, coordinate laboratory testing and submit the completed investigation to the Attorney General. Serious 

consideration should be given to the fact that this report should be the only report of the incident.  

 

Union Considerations 

In agencies where the officers are represented by a collective bargaining unit, it is good practice to have early interac-

tion with the union, so as to coordinate the interview, of involved officers, by the investigators. One benefit, of union 

membership, is that an attorney will be provided to represent the officer during interviews and legal matters, resulting 

from the incident. Even if there is no union, the officer may wish to be represented by legal counsel during the inter-

view with investigators. There is always the possibility that, the suspect who was shot, or the family or estate, may sue 

the officer and the department, regardless of their ability to prevail in such litigation.  

 

Incident Debriefing 

The Durham Police Department’s policy requires that a post-shooting debriefing be conducted by a trained, licensed 

mental health professional familiar with and experienced in the law enforcement culture. Many agencies will have al-

ready established such a relationship for pre-employment screening purposes and often, especially in smaller agencies, 

the professional may already be familiar with the officer as a result of the pre-employment process. It is important for 

chiefs to understand that a post-shooting incident debriefing is separate and distinct from a fitness-for-duty assess-

ment. If appropriate, a formal fitness-for-duty evaluation, may be appropriate, based upon concerns about the of-

ficer's ability to perform his or her job due to emotional or psychological issues. However, the mere fact that an officer 

was involved in a shooting does not necessitate such an evaluation prior to return to duty. 

 

 

 



 

Discover Policing:  
New Look and New Features 
To assist agencies in attracting qualified, service-oriented  
applicants from diverse backgrounds,  the IACP and the  
U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Community Oriented  
Policing Service partnered to launch a new look and new  
features on the IACP’s flagship recruitment and career explo-
ration website DiscoverPolicing.org.  
 

 

New Features include: 
 Information about community policing       

careers and success stories.  
 Dedicated pages for employers and educators    

featuring  police recruitment and career     
exploration resources. 

 An online mentor center that expands upon 
the New Police Chief Mentoring program to 
include all career levels. 

DiscoverPolicing.org continues to be a great 
resource for agencies in promoting their      
departments, their hiring efforts, and the 
broader profession of policing. Our powerful 
online tools enable you to: 
 

 Advertise positions nationwide (sworn 
and civilian)  

 Customize postings with images and    
descriptive text 

 Search our nationwide resume database 
 Highlight your officers in our Real People 

Real Stories section. 

 

      Recommendations: 

 

1. Take time to read IACP’s publications on emerging use of force issues.  These resources can be accessed at:  

http://www.theiacp.org/ViewResult?SearchID=1706.  

 

 

2.  Don’t wait to get a policy in place. Unusual events are a precursor for a problem. If policies are in place for chal-

lenging situations that rarely occur, the agency has a road map it can follow, should a critical incident happen. Such 

high-profile matters place each agency member under stress and immediately following an incident is not the time 

to be fumbling to understand the variety of implications that will expose the organization to litigation and leave 

employees without guidance. You can engage IACP through this website: http://www.theiacp.org/ViewResult?

SearchID=978 to acquire model policies pertaining to officer-involved shootings.  Additionally, CALEA-accredited 

police agencies have formed support groups, referred to as PACs, throughout the country. You can contact the PAC 

in your region by going to: http://www.calea.org/PACs/list-of-pacs .     

  

 

http://www.discoverpolicing.org
http://discoverpolicing.org/whats_like/community-policing/
http://discoverpolicing.org/success-stories/
http://discoverpolicing.org/find_your_career/employers/
http://discoverpolicing.org/find_your_career/?fa=educators
http://mentorboard.jobtarget.com/dpo
http://discoverpolicing.org/find_your_career/employers/?fa=post-jobs-search-resumes
http://careercenter.discoverpolicing.org/r/resumes/bank/search.cfm?site_id=6207
http://discoverpolicing.org/people/
http://discoverpolicing.org/people/
http://www.theiacp.org/ViewResult?SearchID=1706
http://www.theiacp.org/
http://www.calea.org/PACs/list-of-pacs
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3.    Provide adequate training for your officers. One of the first comments I heard, in the aftermath of the inci-

dent, was related to training and how the officers’ actions/reactions became automatic when confronted with 

deadly force. This reinforced our commitment to semi-annual firearms training and qualification, during both 

day and night hours, as well as providing opportunities for officers to become familiar with use-of-force poli-

cies, experience training using simulation exercises and/or video-based scenarios, and all things firearms.  

 

 

4.    Be knowledgeable about support services and resources in your area. An incident such as an officer-involved 

shooting can have serious implications for not only the officer(s) involved, but their family, other agency mem-

bers, and the community, as well. As the executive of your agency, you bear the responsibility of being aware 

of the resources available to each of these groups, should you need to make referrals following a serious inci-

dent. This is especially important if your after incident action plan includes home visits to the officer and his or 

her family.  You should be able to speak knowledgeably about the various support services and resources and 

perhaps even provide them with printed materials on how they can access the services. 

 

 

5. Check with the school system. Small town policing has many positive attributes, but one negative aspect may 

be the last thing you’re thinking about in the aftermath of such a traumatic event. Do the children of the per-

son shot by your officers go to the same school as the officer’s children? While a call to the local school may 

not be necessary, it is a very real possibility that should be considered.  

 

 

6. Be prepared with adequate equipment.  As the agency executive, you are the one responsible for ensuring 

that your agency can continue daily operations and sustain adequate services, even in the midst of such an 

event. You must be prepared to get the agency back to as close to normal operations, as possible, despite be-

ing short on staff, weapons, or patrol cars. You need to have a contingency plan in place should an incident 

such as an officer-involved shooting occur.  

 

 

7. Don’t forget to be human!  Ultimately, the most important action I took, as Chief, was to visit them at their 

home, in the immediate aftermath of the shooting. I learned how important this effort was to the officers and 

their entire families.  Hearing directly from me, what was going to happen next in the process, meant a lot to 

my officers. The support of the entire agency cannot be overstated and it demonstrated, to everyone involved, 

that this is an organization that values everyone’s contributions.  



 

 

 

 

 

Officer’s Perspective 
In 1999, when I was first asked the question, “Could you shoot and kill someone if you had to,” I knew that 

there was only one correct answer and that was, “Yes.” I had prepared myself mentally for a shooting incident hun-

dreds of times in my head.  I have always been a strong believer in visualizing success.  Due to my mental preparation, 

as well as my law enforcement training, the incident and the way it played out on that early December 3rd morning, did 

not come as a surprise to me. However, what did come as a surprise was what happened after the shooting. I’m not 

talking about my gun or uniform being taken as evidence; I already knew these things were a matter of policy. I am 

talking about the way my department treated me- with support and respect. My department has always treated me 

fairly and has never done anything to jeopardize my trust. This shooting was no different. I am fortunate enough to say 

that not only will this incident be forever engraved in my mind, but the way I was treated after– very fairly – will be 

there as well. 

 

The Moments After the Shooting 

In accordance with our department’s policy, immediately after the shooting I called my Deputy Chief, who oversees 

our Department’s Patrol Division.  He arrived soon after, and had the presence of mind to remove me from the scene.  

Once we were away from the commotion, he simply asked me to walk him through the incident.  The most important 

thing the Deputy Chief did was to listen to me. He then asked me if I had called my union representative. With permis-

sion from the investigating agency, I was allowed to go back to our Police Department while they investigated into how 

the incident began. Shortly after that, I was cleared to go home, at which point I received a call from my Chief who was 

out of town at a conference. My Chief told me that due to the circumstances he would be leaving his conference early 

and returning to town. He told me he was proud of the way I had handled the shooting, and that I could call him with 

any request for assistance. 

 

The Morning After and Beyond 

The next morning, I had several supportive text messages from friends and colleagues, and a voicemail from my Chief, 

saying that he would be stopping by my home to talk and to check on me and my family. When my Chief and Deputy 

Chief arrived, they sat down with my wife and me to discuss “what to expect over the next few days,” and say how 

proud they were of the action I had taken. My Chief also told me that although I was on administrative leave, I was still 

welcome at the Police Department. This conversation was much needed by both me and my wife.  Before leaving, my 

Chief gave me the phone number for a police officer who had dealt with several shooting incidents, and was willing to 

speak with me if I wanted. After the visit, I truly felt that the Chief and Deputy Chief came to my home not only be-

cause they were doing their due diligence, but also out of sincere concern for my family and me.   

Before I could be cleared to return to work, I was required to complete an interview with the Attorney General’s office, 

and a psychological evaluation. Although this took time to complete, and I knew covering my shift would be difficult for 

our small department, I never felt pressured to get back to work before I was ready.  There were many things my de-

partment and some neighboring departments did for me while I was on leave for example: I was updated daily on 

news of the incident and given a ‘heads-up’ before any news articles were released; our Town Administrator (Manager) 

called me to offer his support; meals were brought to my home by my union; the local police department and their 

patrol unit added my home into their patrol route in case of retaliation by the perpetrator’s family or friends; and I re-

ceived much needed support through numerous text messages and phone calls. If you are a ‘road cop’ and working for 

a department that you do not feel would do as my department did, then why are you still with your agency…and if you 

are a Chief of an agency that would not provide this type of assistance after a critical incident, then ask yourself why 

not? 


