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Chief deputy: Open dialogue No. 1 
priority

Posted: Monday, July 18, 2016 9:37 am | Updated: 2:30 pm, Fri Jul 22, 2016. 

By Ryan Whisner rwhisner@dailyunion.com

(Editor’s note: The events of recent weeks have refocused attention on the actions of police officers, one of so many 
divisive issues in this contentious election year. This is the second story in a two-part series sharing the views of 
Jefferson County law enforcement officials on the importance of community and police working together.)

JEFFERSON — In the aftermath of the Dallas and Baton Rouge tragedies and recent deaths in encounters with 
police across the country, Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office Chief Deputy Jeff Parker says the number-one thing that 
needs to take place between law enforcement agencies and the communities they serve is to continuously have an 
open and positive dialogue.

Within its rural location between Milwaukee and Madison, 
Jefferson County has not had to deal with some of the 
tense police-citizen incidents taking place around the 
country.

For instance, during Parker’s 26 years in Jefferson 
County, there has never been an officer-involved 
shooting.

“That’s not to say officers don’t draw their guns, but in the 
26 years I’ve been here, there has never been an officer 
that has pulled the trigger on their firearm and discharged 
it at another person,” the chief deputy said.

“Protect and serve is obviously an important part of what 
we do, but I really feel that the most important thing we 
do in law enforcement is to establish, gain and then keep 
public trust,” Parker said. “If we do not have public trust, 

we cannot police proactively within our communities. Once you establish that public trust you can do so much.”

Within Jefferson County, part of that communication connection is accomplished via the sheriff’s office’s annual 
citizens’ police academy, he noted.

“When you start the (police) academy, you have a certain mindset, and when you leave, you have a total different 
mindset about what we do and why we do what we do,” Capt. Jerry Haferman agreed.

Parker noted that it is a small price to pay to hold those academies compared to the value of community 
awareness and support.

For the chief deputy, one of his favorite outreaches is to children. He said it always is heartwarming to see young 
children come up and shake the hand of an officer or offer a hug.

“We have got to focus on establishing that positive relationship in law enforcement with not only the adults, but the 
children as well,” Parker said.
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The chief deputy noted that one of the most damaging things is a scenario he has seen all too often, when, in a 
store or public place in uniform, he hears a parent say to a child, “You’d better behave or that policeman is going to 
take you to jail.”

“That is one of the worst things we can say to our children because they should never look at this badge and this 
uniform as something to be afraid of,” Parker stated. “They should look at it as something to run toward in a time of 
need.”

Reflecting on the Dallas tragedy in which five police offers were killed during a peaceful rally, Parker pointed out 
how proactive the Dallas Police Department already had been within the community.

“They had a very close relationship with one another between the public and the law enforcement agency on trying 
to establish dialogue of what the police do and why the police do the things that they do,” he said.

Watching news coverage, it has become evident that on the night of the shooting, there were photos and selfies 
being taken between the Black Lives Matter protestors and Dallas Police officers.

“They were being taken in a positive, role-supporting manner,” Parker said. “Law enforcement’s understanding that 
the protesters had the right to peacefully assemble and voice their cause, and that law enforcement is there to 
provide that safety barrier that is both allowing them to voice their agenda but, at the same time, do it in a manner 
that keeps people safe.”

After the shootings came the emotional stories of the people who were present that night who saw those law 
enforcement officers so quickly and without hesitation come to their aid while they were lying on the ground — and 
not thinking about how just a minute before, they were there because of people protesting and the next minute 
trying to save their lives.

Parker said the number-one takeaway from this is to have an open and positive dialogue between communities 
and their law enforcement agencies.

“If the public has a question about something they have seen, call in to your local police department and ask them 
about it,” he stressed. “If you are unhappy with operations, policy, expenditures within the local police department, 
reach out to the officials that are making those decisions and voice what it is that is upsetting you.”

In many cases, Parker said, communication can lead to education because it offers another opportunity to explain 
to the public why law enforcement makes some of the decisions it does.

“It could be a matter of budgetary restrictions that have us utilizing reduced manpower,” he said. “It could be the 
inability to obtain certain equipment that disallows us from doing our job in a more efficient manner, or simply it 
could be a lack of understanding.”

The chief deputy noted that so many times, especially with use of force, there is a genuine lack of 
misunderstanding by the public about why officers handle situations the way that they do.

With more than 20 years’ experience as a defense and arrest tactics and use of force instructor, Parker is well 
versed with the expectations placed on law enforcement officers, as well as the ongoing training that takes place 
within the agencies to maintain the officers’ proficiency level with firearms and all the other tools they carry on their 
belt, including a nightstick or baton, handcuffs, a Taser and oleoresin capsicum or “pepper spray.”

From there, he said, it moves on to the hands-on training in hand strikes, knee strikes and a focus on the 
appropriate target areas.

“What is the whole purpose of it (training)? It’s for the officer to maintain control,” the chief deputy said. “To be in a 
position of advantage. The general rule of thumb in any use of force situation is that the officer is supposed to be 
one level of force higher than the level of aggression that the subject is displaying.”

As an example, Parker said, if a subject is punching at the officer, the officer is not supposed to raise a fist and say 
‘let’s go and we’ll physically fight here,’ but, rather, reach for his or her baton or deploy a canine, or use other, less-
lethal methods and maintain proximity.

“The other thing to remember is the purpose of deadly force is to stop the threat,” Parker emphasized. “The word 
‘kill’ is not part of the legal definition.”

Citing the text manual for the Department of Justice training and standards, the chief deputy said, “behavior which 
justifies the use of deadly force is that which is caused or imminently threatens to cause death or great bodily harm 
to you or to another person or persons.”

“That is what an officer has to evaluate in a tenth of a second to make that use-of-deadly-force decision,” Parker 
said.

In recent years, he said, more and more situations are being videotaped as they unfold by videocameras and 
cellphones.

“You have to remember those phones are also capturing only one angle of a total incident, and are they actually 
capturing what the officer is visually seeing by being closer to the subject that is resisting?” Parker asked. “Was 
there something else occurring prior to the point of them coming outside and being captured on video?”
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He noted that the officers are trained to use the minimal amount of force necessary to control an actively resistive 
subject.

“No officer wakes up on any given day and ever states to themselves, ‘Boy, I hope I have to use force today,’” 
Parker said.

When addressing any given situation, Parker said the first two things law enforcement officers have available to 
them are presence and dialogue — how they look and how they speak.

The chief deputy noted that, according to an International Association of Chiefs of Police study, 99.5 percent of 
interactions that law enforcement encounter are handled through presence and dialogue.

Due to the recent media coverage and protests in the wake of black men being fatally shot by white police officers, 
he said law enforcement officers have been placed in a difficult situation.

“I believe communication, education and to truly have an open door policy at your department is important so the 
public can be welcomed to stop by, call and ask questions of law enforcement, and have us be able to give that 
answer they deserve,” Parker concluded.
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