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Police departments reconsider high-speed chases
BY CHRISTOPHER BURNS
BDN STAFF

A veteran Rockport police
officer has come under scru-
tiny after a high-speed chase
he led in Union last Decem-
ber ended with a car crash
that left two teenagers dead.

High-speed chases make
for great adrenaline-soaked
Hollywood action flicks; how-
ever, a growing body of re-
search shows that the risks
in real life to the officer, sus-
pect and bystanders from
pursuits often outweigh the
potential benefit of a sus-
pect’s immediate apprehen-
sion.

In response to this grow-
ing body of research and
public concern about safety,
a majority of police depart-
ments in Maine and nation-
ally have adopted more re-
strictive policies governing
when an officer may engage
in a high-speed chase.

The risks
One of the more compre-

hensive studies of trends in
high-speed chases is a 2008
report by the International
Association of Chiefs of Po-
lice, a Chicago-based law en-
forcement advocacy group.
Researchers working with
the association examined re-
cords of 7,737 pursuits be-
tween 2001 and 2007 that 56
police agencies submitted to
an online database.

The authors found that a
quarter of all high-speed

chases ended when either the
pursuing officer or suspect
crashed. Suspects were most
at risk for injury, accounting
for 65 percent of all chase-re-
lated injuries. The next most
at-risk group wasn’t police
officers but bystanders, who
accounted for 21 percent of
chase-related injuries.

Agencies reported that 81
percent of chase-related inju-
ries were minor, while 16
percent of injuries were seri-
ous. While fatalities occurred
in only 3 percent of chase-re-
lated crashes, suspects and
bystanders were most at risk
for dying as a result of a
high-speed chase.

Unlike their long-lasting
Hollywood counterparts,
most high-speed chases end
within five minutes after an
officer turns on the blue
lights. So the pursuing offi-
cer has only a small window
in which to resolve the chase
safely.

Half of all crashes happen
within the first two minutes
of an officer engaging in a
pursuit, and 83 percent hap-
pen within five minutes, ac-
cording to a 1998 report by
the National Institutes of
Justice. The fatal chase in
Union last December lasted
about four minutes before
the fleeing suspect crashed.

Some 72 percent of high-
speed chases end for reasons
beyond the control of the
pursuing officers, according
to the International Associa-
tion of Chiefs of Police re-

port. By and large, the sus-
pect has the most control
over the situation, with pur-
suits ending because the sus-
pect willingly stopped,
crashed or successfully elud-
ed the officer. Only 9 percent
of pursuits ended because
the officer discontinued the
chase.

“When police agencies
consider the costs and bene-
fits of pursuits, they should
also note this high level of
uncertainty and lack of con-
trol that they often have dur-
ing pursuit situations, which
can certainly increase the
ante for choosing to pursue,”
the report reads.

Restrictivepolicies
Given the high risk of in-

jury or death for an officer,
suspect or bystander during

a chase, a majority of depart-
ments nationwide since the
1990s have adopted more re-
strictive policies to limit pur-
suits. Half of those policies
allow pursuits only for more
serious offenses, such as vio-
lent felonies, according to the
International Association of
Chiefs of Police.

The Maine Criminal Jus-
tice Academy’s model pur-
suit policy that serves as the
baseline for Maine police de-
partments, for instance, ad-
vises officers to pursue a sus-
pect only when he or she
poses an imminent threat to
the public or if the suspect
has committed a violent
crime.

Minor offenses such as
traffic violations are a no-go
for high-speed chases under
most circumstances.

“Under many conditions,
abandoning a pursuit may be
the most prudent decision a
law enforcement officer can
make,” the policy reads.

It advises further that an
officer abandon a chase once
the suspect has been identi-
fied and the officer is confi-
dent the suspect can safely
apprehended later.

Even though policies dis-
courage high-speed pursuits
for minor violations, only 9
percent of pursuits reviewed
as part of the International
Association of Chiefs of Po-
lice report involved suspects
who committed a violent fel-
ony.

Police in 42 percent of pur-
suits were chasing people
suspected of violating a traf-
fic law. In another 18 percent
of cases, police chased people
suspected of driving stolen
cars, and another 15 percent
of cases involved people sus-
pected of driving while intox-
icated.

Pursuit policies, including
the state’s model policy, give
officers flexibility to deter-
mine whether the risks
posed by chasing a suspect
outweigh the benefits of ap-
prehension. Because officers
can easily get wrapped up in
the chase, a supervisor has
the authority under Maine’s
model policy to call off a pur-
suit at any time if the condi-
tions become too hazardous.

In some cases, pursuing a
suspect for a traffic violation
may be the most prudent de-

cision. But once an officer
switches on the blue lights
and gives chase, what began
as a routine traffic stop be-
comes far more dangerous
and unpredictable.

Counterintuitively, sus-
pects concerned about the
punishment from running
from the police are five
times more likely to take ex-
treme risks to evade police,
according to a 1998 study in
the journal Criminal Justice
and Behavior, one of the
only studies to examine
high-speed chases from the
suspect’s perspective. Of the
suspects surveyed for the
study, more than two-thirds
who reported they were con-
cerned for their safety dur-
ing a chase were willing to
take extreme risks to evade
police. About half of suspects
were willing to run at all
costs.

“Rather than providing a
deterrent effect, thinking
about the punishment appar-
ently acted as an incentive to
try harder to escape,” the
study reads.

In fact, the study suggests
the safest way for an officer
to end a high-speed chase is
slow down and turn off the
blue lights. Once the suspect
sees the officer isn’t in pur-
suit, the suspect will resume
driving at safe speeds within
2 miles, removing the risk to
the public.

After all, a suspect can
usually be safely arrested a
little further down the road.

ROCKPORT POLICE DEPARTMENT

Dashboard camera footage from the Rockport Police De-
partment shows the high-speed chase that resulted in a
fatal crash.

Aroostook County.
Only 60 residents lived in Ban-

croft when it joined Aroostook
County’s portion of Unorganized
Territory last summer. More than
20 residents were over age 60; just
eight were school-age children.

Unlike organized towns, the state
doesn’t subsidize education in the
Unorganized Territory, so its tax-
payers bear the full cost. This
school year, that cost totals $12 mil-
lion to educate 890 children, accord-
ing to Shelley Lane, director of
state schools for the Unorganized
Territory. The addition of Ban-
croft’s school-age children added
about $110,500 to the territory’s edu-
cation costs, according to the
Maine Department of Education.

Snow removal and road mainte-
nance are among the most expen-
sive services for Aroostook County
to provide to its unorganized town-
ships. Those account for more than
50 percent of the $1.3 million 2015-16
fiscal year budget for Unorganized
Territory services in The County, a
16 percent increase from the previ-
ous fiscal year. Bancroft accounts
for about $125,000 of that amount,
Bernier said.

This amount includes winter
maintenance The County now pro-
vides for an additional 13.8 miles of
road in Bancroft. In part because of
the additional miles, snow removal
costs increased by $74,000 for the
current fiscal year. The County
also must maintain 2.2 miles of that
road during summer (the other 11.6
miles are state-aid roads that the
Maine Department of Transporta-
tion manages).

“That snow removal number is
huge,” Bernier said. “We don’t
have that many communities with
that many miles.”

But taxpayers in the Unorga-
nized Territory likely didn’t take
much notice when Bancroft deorga-
nized because the 2015 tax rate of
$6.93 per $1,000 of assessed property
value represented a modest in-
crease from the 2014 rate of $6.69.
Before Bancroft deorganized, resi-
dents’ tax rate was $22.22.

Madrid, Maine, not Spain
Over the years, several towns

with similar populations to Cary,
drawn to the promise of lower taxes,
have tried unsuccessfully to deorga-
nize. In 2003, Milo, then with 2,383
residents, flirted with deorganiza-
tion . So did Shirley and its 183 resi-
dents. Atkinson, population 326, has
tried to deorganize four times since
1998.

State officials have long worried
that Unorganized Territory resi-
dents could be pinched if larger
towns deorganize. That’s because
those towns bring more baggage
with them into the territory — more
miles of road in need of mainte-
nance and more students in need of
education — and residents who al-
ready live there could see taxes rise
to cover the cost of providing those
services.

“Those towns that have recently
deorganized have found their mill
rates substantially reduced once the
state and county become responsible
for service provision. This is only be-
cause the cost of those services is
spread over a larger tax base which
means that existing taxpayers in the
U.T. have to pay more than they
would otherwise,” reads the final re-
port of the Legislature’s 1994 Unorga-

nized Territory Education and Ser-
vices Fund Study Commission.

That’s just what happened after
the 171 residents of Madrid joined the
Unorganized Territory in Franklin
County in 2000.

After Madrid’s deorganization,
residents in the Unorganized Territo-
ry in Franklin County saw the tax
rate climb to $12.62 per $1,000 of as-
sessed property value from $9.58 the
previous year. Madrid residents, on
the other hand, got a tax break: They
had previously paid a $16 tax rate.

About 66 percent of the increase
was for Franklin County to provide
services to Madrid, chiefly road
maintenance and snow removal on
14 miles of road. Education for Ma-
drid’s 30 school-age children account-
ed for 30 percent of the tax increase.

It’s hard to say what effect Cary
would have on the tax rate in Aroos-
took County’s Unorganized Territo-
ry. The Department of Education es-
timates that providing transporta-
tion and tuition for Cary’s 18 school-
age children would cost $200,000 the
first year.

During the 2014-15 fiscal year,
Cary spent $66,430.95 for winter
maintenance and snow removal on
12.6 miles of road, with another
$24,292.77 for summer maintenance
on 14.2 miles of road. Upon deorgani-
zation, The County would absorb the
cost of maintenance for these roads
as part of its workload in the territo-
ry.

The County didn’t conduct an
analysis to determine what that cost
would’ve been to take on all of Cary’s
services, but “it would’ve been quite
a big impact,” Bernier, the public
works director, said.

The County takes no position for
or against any town’s decision to de-
organize, he said.

Nowwhat?
With deorganization on hold,

Cary residents are considering
whether to appeal the state’s deci-
sion or try again during the next
legislative session, which would
push deorganization to July 1, 2019,
at the earliest, according to Libby,
Cary’s first assessor.

Some residents have even sug-
gested that all plantation officials
resign and that Cary cease operat-
ing as a town. Libby said that is
“not a solution” for Cary’s mount-
ing woes.

But as a small tax base balances
a rising property tax burden, Libby
sees no option for Cary other than
deorganization. The question is
whether the plantation can hold on
until that happens.

In 2000, the U.S. Census Bureau
recorded 217 residents in Cary, a
population that has remained
roughly unchanged. Yet, Cary’s tax
rate has risen from $15.82 per $1,000
in assessed property value in 2010
to about $25 last year. Libby fears it
could increase to $30 before the
plantation completes deorganiza-
tion.

Cary foreclosed on two proper-
ties in February for lack of proper-
ty tax payment. Unpaid property
taxes totalled $46,306.48 for 2014,
with another $21,211.58 in outstand-
ing taxes from 2013, according to a
draft of the town’s latest annual re-
port. This is starting to make it dif-
ficult for the plantation to pay its
bills, Diane Cassidy, chairwoman
of the plantation’s deorganization
committee, told lawmakers earlier
this month.

“Our financial situation is not
going to change any,” Libby said.
“So all [the Legislature] did was
just buy some time.”
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further reform directly to the voters.
And when it comes to the mini-

mum wage, its advocates would be
wise to consider adopting the com-
promise offered by many Republi-
cans. One of the two proposals on
the ballot — whether $10 or $12 —
would certainly pass. And if it re-

quired a second round of voting, it
almost certainly would be adopted
then.

This doesn’t prevent Democrats
or other advocates from advocating
for the higher number. And if the
$10 amount, along with the preser-
vation of the tipped employee wage,
wins, those on the left can keep
pushing. Passing a law today does
not stop another one from being
passed tomorrow.

Sometimes you need to lock in the

gains you have made and fight an-
other day. There appears to be some
measure of consensus arising around
welfare reform and the minimum
wage. With any luck, Augusta will
show that calls for “compromise” are
more than just part of the game.

Michael Cianchette is former chief
counsel to Gov. Paul LePage, a Navy re-
servist who served in Afghanistan and
in-house counsel to a number of busi-
nesses in southernMaine.
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Sen. Justin Alfond (left) and Speaker of the House Mark Eves give a presentation on the Democrats’ budget
proposal during a town hall meeting at the Hammond Street Congregational Church in Bangor in April 2015.

But I can afford to get burned
out and look the other way be-
cause the stakes, while high in a
larger sense, aren’t as high for
me as they are for other people.
The conversation I have to have
with my daughter about Trump
isn’t as difficult as the one par-
ents have to have with children
who literally are having night-
mares because they are afraid
Trump is going to target mem-
bers of their families.

Just the other day a friend who
works with members of the immi-
grant community told me that one
of his colleagues, who wears a
headscarf, has felt safe in Maine
throughout her adolescence but
over the course of the past hand-
ful of months has been followed
and begun to feel unsettled and
unsafe.

I’m burned out and annoyed by
the over-saturation of coverage
and related narrative of chaos,
but the stakes are very real and
immediate for many. Serious
threats — climate catastrophe, re-
ligious fanaticism, a renewed
comfort with outward racism —
are real and looming. We can’t af-
ford to let people running for of-
fice ignore these things, grand-
stand in the face of them, offer
nonsense when confronted by
them or use them to rally their
base to authoritarian ends. They
need to make actual attempts to
understand and responsibly ad-
dress them. We can’t have people
who don’t represent us.

Any time I feel fatigued or
bored or start to drift off, this is

what I remind myself.

Alex Steed has written about and
engaged in politics since he was a

teenager. He’s an owner-partner of a
Portland-based content production
company and lives with his family,
dogs and garden in Cornish.
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A woman holds a painting of Republican presidential candidate Donald
Trump as Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton takes pictures with sup-
porters during a campaign rally in Charlotte, North Carolina, on March 14.


