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The objective of this midterm written assignment is to research, examine, and evaluate a local public safety official that was involved in an ethical dilemma, providing background, details of the incident in question, and offering opinions as to how the situation might have been dealt with differently.  Sanford Police Chief Bill Lee, found himself among others, thrust into the thick of a situation that in hind sight clearly could have been better handled.

Background - Setting the Stage for Tragedy:
A string of unsolved home burglaries served as the catalyst that sent the entire course of events that followed into motion.  Dissatisfied with the response from the local police department, one citizen was determined to protect the material property of their neighbors as a preventative measure, that citizen who was also licensed to carry a concealed firearm was George Zimmerman.  Zimmerman was on a self-appointed mission to ‘do something about it’ himself on behalf of the neighborhood since the authorities wouldn’t.
It is not uncommon for the police to show up only to ‘collect the bodies’ so to speak.  In as much as the general public would like to believe that the police really do ‘serve and protect’ as the motto states, the harsh reality is that the mere existence of a department and the threat of potential intervention are sometimes the biggest ‘deterrents’ and less so in terms of actual intervention on behalf of the citizenry.  There are a number of contributing factors leading up to this, not the least of which is a lack of funding.  The police are limited in number and realistically are incapable of being everywhere at once.  Increased presence in one focal area would necessarily mean decreased availability elsewhere.  The Chief must see that every effort is made to adhere to the mandated budget, and a relatively minor spike in burglaries in a single neighborhood (8 over the course of 1 year), was hardly a life or death matter… or so that was the presumption.  
What Happened?
There are several theories building up to the tragedy that took the life of one teenage Trayvon Martin, chief among them include racial profiling, vigilantism, political cover-up conspiracies, incompetent performance of duties, and miscarriage of justice.
Attorneys for the Martin family have suggested that the recommendation supposedly made by lead homicide investigator for the Sanford Police, Chris Serino, that Zimmerman be arrested for manslaughter based on a presumed affidavit filed stating that he did not find Zimmerman’s statements credible in light of the circumstances and facts surrounding the shooting, was overruled by Police Chief Bill Lee and then State Attorney Norm Wolfinger (Gray, 2012).  They question why the supposed recommendation was ignored in their plea to the Justice Department for investigation (Gray, 2012).  Conversely, former State Attorney Norm Wolfinger dismisses the claims as “outright lies” (Gray, 2012).  
Reports and testimonies about the circumstances under which Zimmerman was out the night of February 26th 2012 are conflicting and contradictory ranging from his being ‘on patrol’ for the neighborhood watch program that he himself implemented to mere coincidence at having been out on his way to the grocery store as the same time Martin was returning home.  
Sanford Chief of Police Bill Lee was unseated by City Manager Norton Bonaparte following the passage of a Sanford City Commission vote of “no confidence” on Wednesday, March 21st 2012 (wesh.com, 2012).  
In a statement on Thursday, March 22nd 2012 Lee announced that “I am aware that my role as a leader in this agency has become a distraction from the investigation” (Weinstein, 2012) and further that “it is apparent that my involvement in this matter is overshadowing the process” (Weinstein, 2012).  Lee’s defense of the departments’ failure to make an arrest was to state that “law enforcement was prohibited from making an arrest based on the facts and circumstances they had at the time” (Weinstein, 2012).  The “facts and circumstances” based solely on Zimmerman’s statement that “he acted in self-defense which at the time was supported by physical evidence and testimony”, the physical evidence being Zimmerman’s wounds and the testimony being Zimmerman’s own statement.  The statute upon which the claim of prohibition was made – Immunity from criminal prosecution and civil action for justifiable use of force – “as used in this subsection, the term ‘criminal prosecution’ includes arresting, detaining in custody, and charging or prosecuting the defendant” (Weinstein, 2012).  Under that subsection, I have a great deal of difficulty imagining how many arrests are legally made when held against that particular standard and how many cases could possibly be completely overturned when examined in the same light.  This interpretation I fear, sets a dangerous precedent.  The police also cited Florida’s ‘stand your ground’ as reason for not immediately arresting Zimmerman, although neither were addressed in the initial reports and were only later referenced as justification.
It seems unlikely that Sanford Chief of Police Bill Lee would choose to ignore the recommendation of the Lead Homicide Detective that inconsistencies in Zimmerman’s story were probable cause for an arrest and yet, that’s exactly what did happen.  The so-called reasons or justifications to support the decision weren’t announced until days after the fact.
“Meanwhile, two state legislators who sponsored Florida’s ‘stand your ground’ deadly-force law (back) in 2005 called for George Zimmerman to be arrested for shooting Martin (Weinstein, 2012).  ‘They got the goods on him.  They need to prosecute whoever shot the kid,’ one of the lawmakers, Republican former Sen. Durell Peaden told the Miami Herald” (Weinstein, 2012).  “He (Zimmerman) has no protection under my law” (Weinstein, 2012).  “His co-sponsor, current Rep. Dennis Baxley, told the paper: ‘There’s nothing in this statute that authorizes you to pursue and confront people, particularly if law enforcement has told you to stay put” (Weinstein, 2012).  “I don’t see why this statute is being challenged in this case” (Weinstein, 2012).  The intent behind the law was “to prevent you from being attacked by other people” (Weinstein, 2012).
The overall impression appears to be that Bill Lee made an executive decision to allow Zimmerman to go free that evening and grew ever more indignant as the public and others dared to question his authority.  This personal and professional indignation when there is a challenge made to authority is (I believe) a prime example of how ‘the job changes people’, by the time the ego reaches this point, it’s already been years past the mark where retirement, even an early one, ought to be exercised.
The fallout from the tragedy of Trayvon Martin is a mixed bag at best.  On one hand, the mere declaration of having acted in self-defense in the shooting death of an unarmed adolescent should have been, and hopefully will be in the future insufficient for automatic immunity and not exempt from “administered drug and alcohol examinations” which one would hope to be a matter of procedure.  
Additionally, ‘stand your ground’ will again, hopefully, be amended to remove the possibility of a self-appointed vigilante to stalk someone whom they claimed to fear being involved in an unnecessary murder.  During trial examinations, a portion of the February 29th interview between Officer Chris Serino and George Zimmerman was replayed in court, in which Zimmerman says, “They told me not to follow him (Donaghue, 2013).  I wasn’t following him; I was just going in the same direction” to which Serino replies on the tape “That’s following” (Donaghue, 2013).  Not content to allow this opportunity escape ‘justice’ yet again, he persisted against instruction.
The ruling opens up the potential for classification of any public sidewalk as a ‘deadly weapon’, so that a common trip-and-fall could ‘technically’ be filed in assault and battery territory, which is a slippery slope indeed. 
It harkens to a scene from the 1999 movie Fight Club, Act III, Sequence II, Line Item numbers 77 and 78, in which the Narrator extorts what he refers to as ‘corporate sponsorship’ by creating the illusion that his boss had beat him mercilessly for witnesses to see when the reality was that the wounds suffered were self-inflicted to support the story and aid in the execution of the extortion of funds and other services.  
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