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April 15, 1977

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives;

Officers Employed by Cities, Towns, and the Commonwealth Sum-
moned During Certain Emergencies.”

S. 956 would require state or local police officers to carry their
firearms when they enter any state correctional facility or local
“institution or custodial facility” to suppress a “riot”, disturbance,
insurrection, uprising or other similar “incident”. S. 956 does not
attempt to define any of these terms. It would apply even if the
inmates taking part in the “incident” did not have weapons them-
selves, and it would apply regardless of the orders of the command-
ing officer at the scene.

This bill is bad in principle because it takes away from the police
chain of command a critical tactical decision which only those at
the scene, or directly in touch with it, can make intelligently
namely, the decision whether to arm the officers who enter the
institution. The present operational procedure of the Department
of Public Safety places exclusive command of all tactical operations
in the hands of the senior state police officers at the scene of a
disturbance in a penal institution. Local law enforcement agencies
employ similar procedural guidelines. Any decision to cany and
use firearms is made by experienced, trained officers. This practice
must be allowed to continue. More important, this bill greatly in-

creases the risk of injury or death for both inmates and police
officers. It gives inmates who do not have guns the chance to take
them from those who do the police officers who enter the prison
carrying the guns. And it gives prison officials the unsatisfactory
choice between trying to take control of the prison without using
police at all, or deploying fully armed police officer's when nonlethal
weapons could be used to subdue angry inmates with less chance
of death or serious injury.
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I am returning, herewith, without my approval, Senate Bill No.
956, entitled, “An Act Relative to the Use of Firearms by Police
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This bill is an unwarranted interference with the normal police
command structure the kind of interference that demoralizes
the superior officers entrusted with the proper supervisory author-
ity. This bill goes farther than authorizing the necessary applica-
tion of official force, it encourages the indiscriminate use of lethal
weapons in the most highly charged situations.

We are all well aware of the many hazardous situations into
which our police officers are thrust. They are called upon to put
their lives on the line all too often. There is no need to increase
the frequency of these occurrences, and this bill, were it to become
law, would do just that. For these reasons I cannot in good con-
science approve S. 956.

Respectfully submitted,

MICHAEL S. DUKAKIS
Governor
Commcmwealth of Massachusetts


