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THE FAMILY OF KHIEL COPPIN AND THEIR ATTORNEY, ALONG WITH COMMUNITY LEADERS AND RESIDENTS OF BEDFORD-STUYVESANT, RESPOND TO THE TRAGIC SHOOTING

Community Expresses Outrage at the Police Killing of Another Young Black Man – Calls for Policy Changes and Increased Community Involvement in the Institutions That Affect Them

Brooklyn, NY - The family of Khiel Coppin and their attorney Paul Wooten, along with Bedford-Stuyvesant community leaders, responded to the police shooting today at the Brighter Way Baptist Church within Bedford-Stuyvesant, and steps away from the site of the tragedy.  

The leadership and residents of the Bedford-Stuyvesant community, and Greater Central Brooklyn, united in sympathy and open support for the family of the late Khiel Coppin, the teenager who lost his life in a barrage of twenty bullets from police officers earlier this week. They also expressed their outrage at the killing of yet another unarmed Black man at the hands of the New York Police Department, and called for justice to prevail.  New York City Council Member Al Vann (36th District-Brooklyn) stated, “We are committed to guaranteeing that justice will be served for Khiel and embattled young Black men in Bedford-Stuyvesant, and beyond.”  

Dr. Zulema Blair, Chair of the Black Brooklyn Empowerment Coalition (BBEC), expressed, “While it is still early in the case, there are a great deal of unanswered questions that the community needs answers to: what is the procedure for confronting the mentally ill and are the police trained to confront mentally ill individuals? What is the meaning of excessive force to the NYPD? These are the same questions that we continuously ask over and over. We need answers, to say the least.”

Community Board 3 Chairperson, Brenda Fryson, stated, “The loss of any one of our children is a tragedy to our entire community. As our hearts go out to the family, we pledge to make meaningful and lasting steps towards creating a community where our young people are safe from those who may bring them harm.” 

Paul Wooten, the attorney to Khiel Coppin’s family, and community leaders expressed their displeasure with Police Commissioner Ray Kelly’s decision to comment and release portions of the 911 tape in support of the firing officers before the Brooklyn District Attorney could fully investigate the incident. Mr. Wooten stated, “I am disappointed that the Police Commissioner rushed to make a self-serving judgment before all the facts were in.”  

Mr. Wooten, giving the family’s account of what transpired before the shooting, stated that Coppin’s mother told the police her son did not have a gun when she let them in the apartment.  Mr. Wooten also revealed that the address of the incident, 590 Gates Avenue, was one where police have often responded inappropriately.

It was also raised that with this killing of another unarmed Black man, it is clear that there has been a lack of substantive change in police policies and oversight to prevent such incidents from occurring again and again.  “Nearly 31 years after Randy Evans was killed by a police officer in Brooklyn, circumstances have shown us that not much has changed in the way police officers address young Black men,” stated Councilman Al Vann.  Randolph Evans, who was fifteen years old at the time, was shot at point-blank range in the head by a New York Police Department officer on Thanksgiving Day. The police officer was later acquitted by reason of insanity, claiming he suffered from a rare form of epilepsy that never surfaced before or after the shooting.  

There have been numerous other incidents, since then, of police officers killing unarmed Black men, which have spurred many great recommendations for change in NYPD policies and oversight, but barely any significant ones have been enacted.  This has left Black communities throughout New York City with no assurances that these types of incidents will not continue to occur, and has made clear that Black life is not valued the same as that of others by the NYPD, and those in control of it.  However, the push for change and intervention in NYPD policy and oversight will continue. Such recommendations include:

· Independent Monitoring of Use of Force Incidents - The long history of police brutality incidents in New York City shows that the NYPD cannot police itself. The close relationship between officers in the Internal Affairs Bureau and those in the field does not allow for fair and impartial investigations. The Commission to Combat Police Corruption (CCPC), which is allowed to perform audits, studies, and analyses of the policies and procedures of the NYPD relating to corruption and excessive force cases, as well as choosing specific areas it believes would be beneficial to monitor more closely, should be given greater oversight powers. Its authority should also include the ability to investigate and issue subpoenas, as well as conduct the penalty and punishment phase of a disciplinary investigation instead of the NYPD.

· Reform the Civilian Complaint Review Board (CCRB) - In order to give the various communities in New York City real trust that the agency is independent, the Police Commissioner should not appoint any members to the Board. Instead, the City Council should appoint a majority of the Board, because the Council is a much better reflection of the population of New York City and this would allow voters a better opportunity to impact the selection process. In addition, the Police Department should not have veto power over the Board’s decisions, and the Board should be empowered with an increased range of disciplinary authority to make decisions based on the findings of its investigation. Finally, the time to file a complaint should be expanded from the present eighteen months to a full three years after an incident, bring the CCRB procedure into conformity with the federal time limit to file a civil rights complaint.

· Establish an Independent Prosecutor for Police Corruption and Brutality Cases for New York City – Considering that District Attorneys work together with the police department on a consistent basis, maintaining impartiality in investigations of police wrongdoing is difficult to achieve. An independent prosecutor or police inspector general should be established for all use of force incidents that cause death. The present appearance of special treatment in the investigation and prosecution of police who break the law undermines public confidence in both the process and the result. Police crime should be promptly investigated and statements from the participants should be sought just as they are in any other crime. This “special prosecutor” should become a part of the New York State Attorney General’s office and have the full authority vested in that office, including the power to investigate, issue subpoena, convene a grand jury, issue a grand jury subpoena, issue grand jury reports that could educate the public regarding patterns of abuse, and prosecute officers where evidence shows a criminal act transpired.

In addition to these policy changes, participants in the press conference spoke of the lack of resources available for those with mental health issues, as well as the failure by the NYPD to properly follow their own protocol in dealing with emotionally disturbed persons.  Deputy Brooklyn Borough President Yvonne Graham spoke of the lack of mental health services available to the Bedford-Stuyvesant community, and more generally Black communities throughout Brooklyn and New York City.  In addition, Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz expressed his hope that “the death of Khiel Coppin would serve a greater purpose.”

Community leaders did express their hopes and pleasures for something positive to come out of such a tragedy. They called for community residents, and especially young people, to become involved in the institutions of power that affect their community, such as the Precinct Councils, Community Boards and other organizations that wield power and resources. They also encouraged community residents to register to vote in order to fully exercise their political power and hold their elected officials accountable. Most of those present were encouraged that such a tragedy brought the community even closer together, and increased activism among its young people. 

Assemblywoman Annette Robinson best expressed the sentiment of the Bedford-Stuyvesant community, and most likely those of Black communities throughout the country, when saying, “We want to live the same way everyone else does…[and] we want to share in the American Dream…because we built America.”
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