()&A with Police
Chief Al Chandler

BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

The Suffolk News-Herald
recently sat down with city
Police Chief Al Chandler as he
answered questions for about

two hours on a range of issues
— his vision and goals for
the Suffolk Police Department,
the George Floyd killing and
how that has affected policing,
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decertification, the short-
age of officers within the
department, its increased
use of technology in polic-
ing, challenges in dealing
with mental health cases
and more.

Chandler, who began
working for the city’s
police department in 1999,
became interim chief June
15, 2020, and on Jan. 6,
he had the interim tag
removed.

The interview was light-
ly edited for clarity and
will appear as part of a
series.

SNH: You’re close to
the three-month mark
since the interim tag was
taken off of you. Is there
a difference for you now
in having been the inter-
im chief for so long ver-
sus now being the full
chief?

Chandler: Well, obvious-
ly there’s a difference in ...
the fact that we can really
start to move in a direction.
As interim, really the func-
tion is to hold the wheel, to
lead and guide until some-
one comes in and sets the
vision. I knew it was going
to be a full process and
a fair process, so it was
kind of no telling how it
was going to turn out until
it ended. So there were a
lot of things that T could
not really move forward
on because there may be
someone to come in with
a different vision and dif-
ferent view. It is good to
finally have that finality
where we as an organiza-
tion can begin to all move
in the same direction.

SNH: Talk about the
past three months since
having the interim tag
removed.

Chandler: 1It’s been
good. It’s been fast and
furious. We have a lot of
work to do. We’re in an
interesting time in history
where there are a lot of
challenges to law enforce-
ment, which that chal-
lenge almost makes it fun,
because it’s very difficult
right now to attract people
to this profession. It’s very
difficult to figure out exact-
ly how to move forward,
but I think the Suffolk
Police Department is doing
a good job, seeing the plac-
es that we can get better
and developing plans of
action to move forward in
the right direction. We’ve
had a very good history
of really good leaders and
visionaries who’ve gotten
us up to this point and now
as we are in this change
of time, if you will, in law
enforcement. Now we’re
moving forward in slight-
ly different directions
than law enforcement has
moved.

SNH: When they

named you interim chief,
it was at a time, not just
in the city but just soci-
ety in general, where
there’s a lot of upheaval,
at a time we had heard
about George Floyd in
Minneapolis and other
things that happened
across the country and
galvanized in a lot of calls
for action, a lot of rallies,
a lot of protests, including
here in the city. What was
that like coming into that
in an interim capacity —
maybe not being able to
put your own stamp on
things but seeing some
things that, if you do get
to be full chief, you could
go ahead and do?

Chandler: I think what
made my time of being
interim different and very
challenging was the fact
that I couldn’t afford to just
hold the wheel. There were
so many changes in law
enforcement at large that
we had to rise to the occa-
sion. There were things
that we really needed to
look at and address.

The George Floyd inci-
dent changed policing for-
ever, and I think at the end
of the day, we’re going to
find out it changed polic-
ing for the good. Is it dif-
ficult? Yes. Did it come
with some consequences
that were not so good? Yes,
it did. But change is often
difficult. Even if you try
to make something better,
sometimes it feels a little
worse before you can see
the benefit.

What the George Floyd
situation did for law
enforcement was it shined
a light on places like
Suffolk, where you real-
ly do have a good police
department that tries to do
everything they can do to
follow the rules. It showed
that we still have places
where we need a lot of
help, and we had citizens
that came up and that talk-
ed to us as an agency, and
me personally, specifically,
and said we want things
in place to make sure that
never happens here. And
you can look back at our
track record and see all the
things that we put in place
to try and make sure that
we didn’t have situations
like this. But a lot of those
things our citizens did not
realize, or did not know.

Our robust body camera
policy, chokeholds were a
big conversation. I attend-
ed the Chesapeake Police
Academy. 1 was hired
onto the city of Suffolk
in April of 1999. When I
went to the police acade-
my in 1999, chokeholds
were automatic failures
in defensive tactics. They
were not accepted in 1999
by this department. So for
over 20 years, we have had
no chokeholds accepted in
the city of Suffolk, but due
to the national conversa-

tion, people didn’t under-
stand that. So that gave us
an opportunity to educate
people of the things that we
had done over the years to
make sure that these things
don’t happen in Suffolk.

SNH: Beyond that,
what kind of other things
were you able to educate
people on that they may
not have realized?

Chander: We’ve had a
chance to educate the pub-
lic on a lot of what we
do, a lot of who we are.
One thing is the fact that
the vast majority of the
complaints that we inves-
tigate in our internal affairs
division come from mem-
bers of the Suffolk Police
Department. We police
ourselves. So among offi-
cers — officers and super-
visors — we don’t wait for
citizens to say that we did
something wrong. If we
see that we did something
wrong, it’s always been,
‘Hey, I’ve got to say some-
thing. That’s the culture.
The culture is, I can’t allow
this to happen and not say
something.

The vast majority of our
complaints come from us,
not from citizens — citi-
zens complain, yes — and
we don’t get it right every
time, but we try. One of
the other really big things
is that we are people, and
people make mistakes. So
we realize that we don’t
do everything correct-
ly. We also realize that as
human beings, for men
and women of this agen-
cy, we have feelings, we
have emotions, we have
family members that care
about us. We have fears,
we have concerns, and all
of those things, we have to
try to harness to do this job
effectively.

And oftentimes, citizens
may not think of us as
people. We are often the
only entity of government
that they feel that they
have a chance to speak
to. So we have to absorb
someone that’s angry with
the Democrats, or angry
with the Republicans, or
angry with pro-choice, or
pro-life or angry with civil
unrest, angry with whatev-
er is happening as far as the
government is concerned.
We are the only entity of
the government that they
have personal encounters
with regularly. So we have
to begin to try to absorb
that.

But in that, I think it’s
important that our citizens
know and understand that
the men and women that
are out there to protect and
serve do have feelings, and
we do have emotions, and
no matter how professional
we are, it’s hard to hear
how terrible you are and
how horrible you are and it
not get to you. Sometimes
hearing that, citizens begin

to look at it from a different
perspective.

SNH: Do you think
that the more you have
personal interactions
with people even in tense
situations, that they’ll
lead to a better relation-
ship, if not a friendly one
then at least one of mutu-
al respect?

Chandler: Absolutely. 1
think communication and
conversation is the key to
fixing many of the woes
of our society. We will not
always agree, but when
there is enough respect to
know that, Officer Friendly
is a good guy, she’s a good
lady, she’s not making me
happy right now, but we
have a relationship, the
general person, the normal
person can accept negative
information from someone
they have a relationship
with better than a stranger.
So the more our citizens
know and understand that
this police department is
theirs, they’re not only
part owners of this police
department, they are part
of this police department.

Our success is predi-
cated on our relationship
with our citizens. As we
talk more with our citi-
zens, as we communicate
with them more, they have
a Dbetter understanding
of what the law is, and
what our abilities are with-
in that. So I think that’s
huge. 1 think it’s huge for
our officers to know and
understand that oftentimes,
we go into conflict and
someone is not going to be
happy with us at the con-
clusion of that event. If I
have two citizens who dis-
agree about a thing, we can
try to bring them to some
kind of common ground.
But ultimately, someone
may leave not happy with
us in most of the things we
respond to. And the more
that we as officers take our
personal opinions, personal
feelings, out of the situa-
tion, the more the conver-
sation is about the law and
the legal system and not
about us personally.

When you see a lot of this
bad behavior, we can trace
it back to many things. But
often bad behavior — I'm
talking about bad behavior
from police officers — it’s
because the police officer
got to a point where he
took it, or she took it, per-
sonally. Those things hap-
pen.

Other things that are
major contributing factors
are just simply mistakes
being made, and our mis-
takes can cost lives. So
we have to train better,
we have to prepare better,
we have to make sure that
every possible way we try
to make certain that every-
thing we do is as close to
perfect as we can humanly
get it.



()&A with Police Chief
Al Chandler Part 11

BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

The Suffolk News-Herald
recently sat down with the city
Police Chief Al Chandler, who
had been the interim chief for
more than a year before becoming
the permanent chief in January.

He answered questions about a
range of issues.

In this part, he addresses issues
regarding the department’s per-
ception among the public, the
decertification of officers, the use
of technology in policing, a pro-
posed new Suffolk Police training
center in Whaleyville and mental
health calls.

Part I of the interview appeared
in the April 3 print edition and
can be found at www.suffolk-
newsherald.com. Part Il of the
interview appears here and was
lightly edited for clarity.

SNH: In a sense, you can
do things right 98% of the
time, but the 2% you get some-
thing wrong, people get upset
and then there’s this idea that

there’s a bias, or you’re being
careless, but even in that 98%,
you know you can still do bet-
ter.

Chandler: Here’s one of the big
differences that I carry over from
this particular, what I’ll call the
George Floyd era, is, taking that
same 98% of the time we get it
right and 2% we get it wrong,
dialing in and looking at that 2%,
you realize that that 2% can cost
somebody their life. That 2% can
cost someone their freedom. That
2% can cost someone their job.
That 2% can cost someone custo-
dy of their children. That 2% can
change a life.

In the vast majority of cases, it
really doesn’t. It just hurts feel-
ings, but in that, that erodes our
citizens’ belief that we’re capable
of making the big decisions that
do change lives. So drilling down
and trying to get that 2% down
to 1%. And when we get to 1%,
trying to get to a half percent,
when we get to a half percent, try
to get to a quarter percent. That is
what makes a great organization.

Chandler
We may never get to 1%, but we
should never stop trying.

SNH: And you’re trying to
make sure that people have an
accurate perception of who you
are as a department, what your
values are and what you’re
aiming to do within the law that
you’re trying to uphold.

Chandler: Correct. One of the
things that we try to show, and
keep in mind is, let’s take the
George Floyd situation as a great
for instance. The officer that cre-
ated that situation, that committed

See Q&A, 5
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those criminal acts against
that citizen, irregardless
as to what his background
was, irregardless to any-
thing else, we didn’t do
what we were supposed
to do. We didn’t do the
right thing. And look what
it caused. It caused a great
deal of civil unrest and it
caused a mistrust of police
to grow.

One bad decision can
cost us so much in this
career, and we’ve got to
keep that in mind. It didn’t
just cause civil unrest. It
didn’t just cause a mistrust
of police; it actually caused
people to no longer want to
do this job. It caused people
who would have wanted to
do this job, very talented,
very intelligent people who
would like to do this job, to
decide that they wanted to
do something else.

Because many people
question inside and outside
of law enforcement, “Are
we still the good guys? Are
we still the heroes? Are
we still the ones that are
doing the right thing?”” And
we’ve got to get in front
of that and say, yes, we
absolutely are. And the fact
that we have bad actors,
the fact that we have peo-
ple that make poor choices
and bad decisions, likely
won’t change. But what
can change is our response
to these things. And of all
the police officers that I
know, of all the people in
the business that I know
personally, I have not
found an officer, a person,
a manager, a supervisor, to
say that those actions were
correct. I’ve not found any-
one that will stand behind
those actions. And that is
not normal operating pro-
cedures in a vast majority
of places. And we have to
continue to say that. That
is not the norm. That is
not what we accept, and
our citizens are going to
know that by us continuing
to show that, not just say
it, but continuing to show
that, hey, we’re going to
everything that we possi-
bly can to avoid violent
encounters.

We’re going to train
more; we’re going to pre-
pare more. I don’t believe
we will ever in this coun-
try get away from violent
encounters  happening
because we have citi-
zens that will do harm to
police officers and others
to forward their criminal
actions. And it’s our duty
and responsibility to com-
bat that. When we can do
that in a non-tactical way,
we should, every time,
but if it requires a tactical
conclusion, we should be
fully capable and ready to
bring it to a tactical con-
clusion and use only that
amount of force necessary
to effect that arrest, or neu-
tralize that threat. That has
to be how we operate every
single day, in every single
situation. That is always the
goal.

SNH: You brought
up something that peo-
ple’s perceptions of your
department may not have
anything to do with any
action that your depart-
ment undertook and with
situations like the one
with George Floyd and
others affecting potential
officers from becoming
part of the profession or
affecting the perception
of police officers.

Chandler: And we look
at those cases, those nation-
al cases that come out, and
some that don’t come out
nationally. We talk about
this and we look at our
policies and we look at
our actions and what we
do, and how we respond
to things, because there’s
always something to learn.
There’s always things that
you can learn from the
majority of these situa-
tions. We come to it, and
we see, no, we’ve already
put something in place to
make sure that never hap-

pens. But occasionally, we
may find something and
say, “OK, well, we need
to enhance our policy, or
we need to advance our
training.”

We look at our training
every single year to see
what things we can do bet-
ter, what new trends are out
there. We look at our pol-
icies every single year to
make sure that our policies
are up to date and are rele-
vant, and that we are keep-
ing to our policies to make
certain that that is the way
we’re operating. These are
things that we do regularly
because every situation, no
matter how bad, we need to
do what we can do to learn
from it.

SNH: A lot has been
made of the decertifica-
tion of officers, and the
fact that that process
has been expanded, and
Suffolk officers were
among those decertified.
How does that help with
the trust factor — that
there is a process and peo-
ple understand that there
will be a consequence
for an officer’s behavior
whether it’s something
domestic that turned
criminal, or something
internal where there’s an
investigation they weren’t
truthful about?

Chandler: Well, our
stance has not changed.
The law has changed. But
ever since I’ve been here,
one of the rules that you
knew, one of the things that
you knew were definite and
constant was, if you did not
tell the truth, you would
be terminated. There’s
no ifs, ands or buts about
that. If you are caught
not being truthful at the
Suffolk Police Department,
you will not keep your job
and that has been proven
at many levels within this
department, historically.

What has changed is the
Department of Criminal
Justice Services has now
said, “OK, with that infor-
mation, now we’re going
to decertify people based
on certain things.” That has
not changed our operating
procedure because we were
doing that anyway. If you
came from another juris-
diction, anyone who want-
ed to transfer here from
another jurisdiction, we’re
going to look and find out
why they separated from
that other jurisdiction. If it
was for not telling the truth,
if you committed certain
crimes, then we weren’t
going to hire you anyway,
so it never changed our
actions. This was already
put in place with us.

The expansion of DCJS,
which I highly agree with,
causes the Department of
Criminal Justice Services
to decertify people who
commit these acts so they
cannot get a job anywhere
else.

SNH: Or at least in

Virginia.

Chandler: But I think
these things are serious
enough and egregious
enough. I mean, the bot-
tom line is police officers
have to tell the truth. I have
to know that the officers
are telling the truth, and if
I have questions on their
credibility, then citizens are
going to have questions on
our credibility. Jurors are
going to have questions on
our credibility.

And ... as an officer,
you spend years and years
building your credibility in
court, it can be one case,
one day of testimony, that
could destroy 10, 20, 30
years of credibility building
by you not telling the truth.
It is that serious, and we’ve
got to hold that line. Now,
that may be relaxed one
day. It will not be relaxed
as long as I sit in the chair.

SNH: Shifting from this
to more Suffolk-centric
issues that you have to
deal with. You have the
opportunity now, as the
full chief, to lay out your
vision for the department
and for how you want it
to operate. Talk a little
bit about some of those
things, the initiatives that
will be a part of your
vision as you go forward.

Chandler: So a huge
thing for me is technolog-
ical advances and force
multipliers. Suffolk has
some of the best equipment
you can find in the area.
I want to continue that. I
want to make sure that we
are on the cutting edge of
technology. Our technolog-
ical infrastructure, I want
to continue to build and
develop.

We are bringing in a
smarter, more technolog-
ically advanced young
officer. Just by the way of
how young people com-
municate, the way of doing
things is changing. The
online reporting is a perfect
example, where years ago
that wouldn’t have been a
great thing, but now, a lot
of citizens really prefer the
online reporting where, if
your trash can gets stolen,
or some minor case, you
can go online and input
information and from there,
you are able to report that
criminal interaction with-
out having to call a police
officer in. When we get
that information, if we find
something that, hey, this is
something that we’ve got to
investigate here, we assign
it to somebody to inves-
tigate. That helps us gain
more information without
actually having to send out
an officer in many cases.

The Flock safety camer-
as are a perfect example.
We can’t have police offi-
cers everywhere, but the
cameras can assist us to be
able to tell the story in dif-
ferent places to be able to
identify if a particular vehi-
cle is a suspect of a partic-

ular crime passed this loca-
tion or this location. The
other cameras that we have,
that we’re requesting, that
we’re planning to get, as far
as red-light cameras, as far
as school bus cameras to
catch people going past the
school bus when the school
bus is stopped, speed cam-
eras in the school zones and
in work zones.

We have a lot of schools
in our city, and to have
a police officer working
traffic every day at each
one of those schools is just
not possible. This allows us
some opportunities to uti-
lize technology as a force
multiplier. So now I can
be dealing with all of these
different areas and I can put
one or maybe two officers
in charge of reviewing each
one of these violations, and
we multiply our effective-
ness.

Looking at technology
from all different kinds
of ways, one of the things
that has been a vision of
mine, I’'m seeing it come
to pass now, is for us to
have our own training facil-
ity, a location where we
can do training — and we
do a great deal of training
already; we have a training
room here and we have
roll call/training room in
each one of our buildings,
but that’s for in-class train-
ing, but those are multipur-
pose areas. We’ve acquired
a location in Whaleyville
where we’re actually going
to be able to have train-
ing. We have purchased a
system called the MILO
system, which is basical-
ly a large octagon — it’s
about the size of a room,
and the officer is able to
walk into this system, and
it has screens basically all
the way around, putting
that officer in, basically, a
virtual game, if you will.

SNH: Like a simulator.

Chandler: A simulator.
That’s exactly what it is.
And we are able to work
on things such as de-esca-
lation, such as lethal deci-
sion-making, which weap-
on needs to be utilized. Is
there a better choice? Is
there a way out? Is there an
ability or a way to not uti-
lize force? And, a big thing
in that training is the prepa-
ration for the potential for
force encounters.

I believe in my heart of
hearts, if an officer is ready,
increasing our readiness is
a big thing that I want to
do. Are we good? Yes. We
are a good department, but
good is the enemy of great.
I want us to reach great-
ness, and reaching great-
ness requires us to be bet-
ter, to be better trained, to
be better with readiness, to
be better with equipment,
to be better all the way
around. That’s a tall order,
but I know we can do it.

Mental health is a big
thing, as far as my platform,
what [ want to see change,
what [ want our department

to do. I think we do a great
job responding. I really do.
I think our officers do a
really good job. I watch a
lot of videos of our officers
after the fact to see how
we have handled situations.
And I am very pleased that
the care that we take with
our mental health popula-
tion, the care and concern
that we regularly show not
just with the person in men-
tal health crisis but even
with the families and sup-
ports around them, getting
a mental health consultant
with our department — I
know a lot of other places
are looking at going out
and responding, and, OK, a
mental health person needs
to do this.

One of the things that I
think may be lost on a lot
of people is when things
become a force encounter,
those mental health pro-
fessionals back out, and
the police are still there to
handle any type of force
encounter. My thought pro-
cess, my belief is, we need
to be dealing with these
mental health crises before
police are called. And our
consultant is specifically
focusing on just that, trying
to provide family members
with options and alterna-
tives and connecting them
with resources before we
get called.

So if you’re dealing with
a citizen that oftentimes
will stop taking their med-
ication, and that will cause
behaviors, then let’s talk
to, maybe the caregiver.
Let’s talk to the person,
the roommate, whoever is
there and say, “Hey, are
you contacting the people
that can help them with that
prior to them getting to a
point where they’re so dan-
gerous,” that there are peo-
ple that care for them that
can’t handle them. If we
can get them services prior
to that, then you usher the
police out before they ever
get there because generally,
in a mental health situation
that we respond to, we’re
the last resort.

In many, many cases,
things have gotten so bad
that those who may care
for that individual or live
with that individual, near
that individual, are now
afraid because it’s gotten
to a point where somebody
could get hurt and that’s
when we come in. So the
probability of it being a
violent encounter is so
much higher because it’s
gone so far. If we can inter-
rupt that beforehand, then
you usher the police out of
that system.
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()&A with Police Chief Part 111

BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

The Suffolk News-Herald
recently sat down with the
city Police Chief Al Chandler,
who had been the interim chief
for more than a year before
becoming the permanent chief

in January.

Chandler, who will formally
be sworn during a ceremony at
6 p.m. April 25 in the King’s
Fork High School auditorium,
answered questions about a
range of issues.

In this part, he addresses
issues regarding the depart-

ment’s perception among the
public, the decertification of
officers, the use of technology
in policing, a proposed new
Suffolk Police training cen-
ter in Whaleyville and mental
health calls.

See Q&A, 16



Q&A: Mental health cases time-consuming for officers

Continued from page 1

Part I and II of the
interview appeared in the
April 3 and 6 print edi-
tions. Part IIl appears
below and was lightly
edited for clarity.

SNH: With men-
tal health, you’ve said
it’s about being proac-
tive in trying to pro-
vide services or having
the means for people to
access services before it
gets to that last resort
where your officers are
having to step in.

Chandler: And we’re
being proactive with that,
so we’re being proactive
with identifying citizens
that find themselves
frequently in crisis and
trying to develop plans
of action to assist them
in getting the help that
they need so the police
don’t have to keep getting
called.

SNH: You’ve talked
before about how there’s
a lot of time involved
with mental calls and
that an officer is going
to be occupied in that
situation, and that’s
when mental health pro-
fessionals step back and
you’re what’s left.

Chandler: The mental
health piece is the num-
ber one largest drain
on law enforcement in
Virginia right now. This
is an incredible under-
taking. The number of
mental health calls for
service that we respond
to far exceeds what hap-
pened in the past, and the
amount of hours that we
have to stay with these
people is crippling to our
agency, as well as oth-
ers, just hours and hours
and hours, days we are
having to stay with peo-
ple in mental health crisis
because there is a short-
age of beds in Virginia.
And the fact that we have
to stay with some people
for up to three days is
crippling to our agency,
so we’re trying to find
ways to work through
that. And there’s some
legislation that’s being
worked on in Richmond
concerning that, but that
is the number one issue
that we have to deal with
right now.

SNH: Can you give
a more tangible way of
how it’s increased in
terms of the time that
your officers have to
take on it?

Chandler: The last
report that I received is
the average mental health
call, we took all mental
health calls that we have,
and the average is 9 hours
and 34 minutes.

SNH: I don’t think
anybody would realize
that.

Chandler: Correct.
There are some that may
be two or three hours.
There are some that are
72 hours where we are
stuck at the hospital for
72 hours. I have to sup-
ply a police officer, and
this can be multiples. So
sometimes we may have
two, we may have three
in the hospital at any
given time. So when you
see officers sitting in the
emergency room, some-
times they’re with people
in a mental health situ-
ation, and this takes an
officer off the street, lit-
erally, for an entire shift,
sometimes two shifts,
three shifts, four shifts,
five shifts, until we can
find a bed. Wherever that
bed is in Virginia, we’re
then required to get them
there in most cases. So if
that’s in Staunton, I have
to take an officer and take
them to Staunton. If it’s
a female or juvenile, it
has to be two officers,

so this incredibly affects
our coverage at a time
when, obviously, we’re
short officers, but that is
the part.

SNH: But you don’t
have a choice in that
regard.

Chandler: That is our
legal responsibility. So
now they do have a civil-
ian alternative, but we’re
not finding that to be use-
ful to us very frequently.
We are getting the benefit
of some assistance from
the civilian company, but
not nearly as much as we
would like to see. We try
to request it as much as
possible, and hopefully
it’ll get to be more, but
those are just challenges
that we have, and that’s a
place that I really want to
work with. Another one
is officer wellness, mak-
ing sure these officers are
taken care of because a
healthy, happy officer is
going to provide better
service.

The pay study, pay plan
that we hope will be fully
implemented is going to be
helpful in making certain
that officers understand
that the city really does
appreciate and respect the
professionals that they are.
The credentials that many
of these offices hold are
amazing. We have many
officers who are masters at
their crafts, have all types
of certifications, have
degrees, two-year degrees,
four-year degrees, mas-
ter’s degrees, working on
doctoral programs. And
that is an illustration of
the level of officer that
we’re getting.

We’re getting some
really, really intelligent
people. We always have.
Suffolk has just got that
history. People that decide
to get out of this busi-
ness, oftentimes they have
a great deal of options
because we’re looking for
the best and the bright-
est and we have absolute-
ly some of the best and
brightest personnel that
you can find, just some
of the ideas that come up,
some of the ways that we
do things, and this is what
we’re looking to cultivate.

I don’t want to train
subordinates. 1 want to
train replacements. I want
to train people who are
ready to step up to the
next position. I want to
make sure that we keep
a force that knows and
understands how to lead
because we’re all lead-
ers. What we’re leading
is what’s different, to be
able to take care of the
family. One of the func-
tions of the mental health
consultant is to be able to
not only provide resources
to our citizens, but pro-
vide resources to our offi-
cers. It’s really hard to
come out and deal with
somebody else’s problem
when you’re dealing with
a child that has issues, or
a wife that has issues, or
you have your own issues.
These are still people that
have regular problems and
issues and circumstances
like everybody else, so to
be able to provide them a
resource where they can
confidentiality go and
receive information is
very important.

SNH: Getting back to
the mental health piece,
how many calls involv-
ing mental health do you
handle in a year?

Chandler: Off the top
of my head, I’'m not sure.
I would be very comfort-
able in saying eight to
10 a week at minimum.
It’s probably much more,
many more than that, but
I would be very comfort-
able saying at least eight
to 10 a week. It’s very
likely to be more. This
is something that we deal
with very frequently. If

we go a shift without an
ECO (emergency custody
order), that’s a great day.
And you know, it’s just
happening, and it happens
quickly, and we have to do
what we have to and we’re
going to do it, but it’s real-
ly a challenge.

SNH: Related to traf-
fic, you said you’re try-
ing to leverage technolo-
gy to help you a lot.

Chandler: It’s a num-
ber of things. I think one
of our challenges is we
get a great deal of traf-
fic compliance. And we
can’t be everywhere at the
same. We would love to.
You look at Route 58 as a
great example. Route 58
has several points where
we know speed is a factor.
Can I put an officer on
all six of those different
areas of 58 every day, all
the time, so when you ride
past, you’ll see an officer?

Route 58/Whaleyville
Boulevard is another.
Those are places that we
have what’s called direc-
tive patrols, where we
direct officers that they
have to spend a certain
amount of time in their
shift to go, whether it be
per day or per week, that,
‘Hey, I want you out here
and I want you doing pro-
active police work, traffic
enforcement.” With every-
thing else going on it’s
hard to get that.

And we still write tick-
ets, and we write a lot
of tickets. The challenge
is being able to answer
all the calls for service
and continue to provide a
quality service, not rush
through the call for ser-
vice, but provide good ser-
vice and still get back to
those traffic-related con-
cerns. One of the things
back to technology that
we put in place, and I'm
not taking any credit for
this because my prede-
cessor did this. We have
speed boxes, and some of
them are obvious. You can
see it’s got the board on
the side. Some of them
you won’t even notice
as you ride past and they
gauge the speed. They
actually give us a report
of what the speeds are in
that area along with the
times of most frequency
of speeding.

SNH: You get whatev-
er data that’s available
to you, time, date and
speed.

Chandler: What time are
people speeding the most,
what are the speeds that
we are seeing, and then
we dispatch our personnel
based on that information.
Sometimes we come back
and find out, no, we don’t
have a speed problem
here. It’s a 35 mph zone
and the 85th percentile of
speed is 37 mph. That’s
not a good use of resourc-

es, two miles over. But
if it’s the same 35 mph
and we see it’s 42 mph,
45 mph, then yes, we’re
going to put someone out
there and we’re going to
affect that situation. So
those are things that we
try to do to utilize our
staffing better, but there
are just a lot of locations.
There are a lot of people
that are going too fast and
I’'ve heard many things.
I’ve heard people say,
“Well, we need to ask the
state police for help.” The
state police are short peo-
ple. The state police have
a great amount of ground
to cover. I was talking to
some citizens, and I was
talking about (Interstate)
95 and they said, “Well,
yeah, they have a repu-
tation all over the East
Coast, and you know
that if you go through
Emporia, they’re going to
write you a ticket.” You
know what you see when
you go to Emporia? Cars
pulled over getting tick-
ets, because people are
still speeding. So yes, we
can make an impact. We
definitely can make an
impact, and we should,
but that’s not going to stop
people from speeding. It’s
going to slow some people
down, but some people
are going to continue to
speed. So we want to get
out there and we want to
impact that traffic the best
we possibly can, and I
think we could do better
with that, with more staff-
ing and more time. But we
are trying to make those
effects, but that is why we
are asking for the addi-
tional technology to even
impact those things.

SNH: What is your
staffing level supposed to
be, what you’re asking
for, and how the com-
pensation study could
help with that?

Chandler: We are staffed
for 200 police officers.
We currently have 165,
so we’re 35 officers short
at this moment. Now that
is a significant number.
What we’ve tried to do to
absorb that number is take
a little from everywhere,
so everybody takes a bit
of the bite of the apple
as opposed to just being
uniformed patrol, or the
detective bureau takes all
of it. That’s been hard.
We still operate, but one
of the things that is going
to help, 1 believe, is the
compensation. The com-
pensation, I hope, will
be effective, but it’s not
easy pulling in people. It’s
not easy at this moment
because this is a very dan-
gerous job and obviously,
with the legal battles as
far as the protections of
police officers, who can
be sued and how easy it is
to sue a police officer.

All those things go
into it because in order

to effectively do this job,
you have to have some
protections, and if you’re
doing what you’re sup-
posed to do, society will
protect you. Legislators
are working to answer
those questions and make
that better. But here,
what we’re trying to do
is ensure that we have the
best technology, ensure
that we have the best sit-
uation. And [ believe we
do. We are working really
hard to make sure that our
officers have the very best
that we can provide them
because finding good
quality police officers is
really hard.

With the inflation, the
wage hikes are going to
be helpful, but also mak-
ing sure that officers know
that, “Hey, if you come
to Suffollk, we do a good
job of taking care of our
people.” We’ve relaxed
the tattoo policies, for
instance. We are working
right now on streamlining
the hiring process so it
doesn’t take so long to
get a person hired. We
can’t afford to be in such a
hurry to hire someone that
we hire the wrong peo-
ple. But we’re looking at
the places that we can do
better or more efficiently,
and we found some plac-
es that we believe will
impact that.

That will be a help,
something that 1 have
called Recruitment 100.
And that is that 100%
of our officers recruiting
100% of the time, not
just our officers, offi-
cers and staff. Wherever
you go, whatever you
do, this is what I con-
tinue to preach, you are
recruiting for the Suffolk
Police Department. When
you’re at that restaurant
and that man or woman
provides great service,
you say, ‘Hey, have you
ever thought about being
a police officer.” We are
offering our staff bonuses
for people that they refer
to the police department.
We’re offering a bonus
to those who come and
get hired here. $2,500 for
new hires and $4,000 for
people who are already
certified. That is for police
officers and for communi-
cations operators.

To talk to our friends
and families, to talk to
our Facebook friends,
to talk to people that we
know that are interested
in being in the business,
people that we know are
about to come out of the
armed forces and say,
“Hey, have you consid-
ered law enforcement?
I know this great place
called the Suffolk Police
Department, that you
might be a good fit,” and
to bring good people, the
right people, smart people,
that we can teach and train
and have the right heart to
be able to take good care
of our citizens.
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