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‘Joy rides’ by city fire crews alleged

Officials probe reports of engines being used to pick up
women near bars.

By Elizabeth Hume -- Bee Staff Writer
Published 2:33 am PDT Thursday, July 8, 2004

Get weekday updates of Sacramento Bee headlines and breaking news. Sign up
here.

Days before on-duty firefighters attended a "Porn Star Costume Ball,"
Sacramento city officials launched an investigation into reports that crew
members were cruising streets near bars and dance clubs, and using fire
engines to pick up women.

The investigation began June 30, after a Sacramento woman wrote to City
Councilwoman Lauren Hammond and Sacramento Fire Chief Julius Cherry
saying she witnessed firefighters giving "joy rides" on engines to women outside
the Empire dance club on R Street and the Zebra Club bar on 19th Street.

The allegation was raised two days
before last weekend's "Porn Star" event,
when crews based at Station 20 in Del
Paso Heights apparently joined 1,800
revelers at a costume ball at the
Radisson Hotel celebrating the sex
industry.

Seven firefighters, including one captain,
have been placed on paid administrative
leave, pending the outcome of the
investigation, Sacramento police
spokesman Sgt. Justin Risley said at a
press conference Tuesday.

A 24-year-old Sacramento woman
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complained to police early Saturday that
she had been sexually assaulted by an
on-duty firefighter outside the Radisson
on a fire vehicle used to fight grass fires,
Risley said.

"This will be a swift, thorough and
complete investigation, and people will
be held accountable as soon as is
administratively and legally possible,”
Cherry said in a telephone interview
Tuesday.

Authorities are conducting three separate
investigations into allegations of criminal
sexual assault, misconduct by on-duty
firefighters Friday night and reports of
crews giving unauthorized rides in
vehicles.

Cherry said the Fire Department is
investigating two reports of firefighters
from other parts of the city cruising city
streets aboard fire engines and offering
rides to women they encounter near bars
and nightclubs.
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Sacramento Fire Department spokesman Capt. Niko King said the city's policy
for ride-alongs includes filling out a formal request that has to be approved by
the Fire Department administration.

"If, in fact, these allegations are true, that would be a breach in our policy,"
King said.

Hammond's staff confirmed that she had received the letter, but the
councilwoman could not be contacted for comment Tuesday.

Police said their investigation of the assault allegation at the Radisson is focused
on a city firefighter assigned to Engine 20, which is attached to Station 20. The

woman told police she willingly entered a vehicle used to fight grass fires about

11:30 p.m. Friday and that she was sexually assaulted some time after that.

After she reported the incident about 1:15 a.m. Saturday, police responded to

Station 20 at 300 Arden Way. The 10 firefighters who work there on the C shift
were immediately separated and interviewed. The fire engine and grass fire rig
also were processed for physical evidence, Risley said.

The woman was taken to the University of California, Davis, Medical Center for
an evidentiary exam about 3 a.m.

By the middle of next week, detectives will forward their findings to the
Sacramento District Attorney's Office, Risley said, which will determine whether
charges will be filed, he said.

"At this point investigators don't believe they have probable cause to make an
arrest,” Risley said.

Cherry dismissed rumors that Engine 20 had missed or been delayed to a 911
call because of the firefighters' presence at the ball.
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"l have looked into this today, and | assure you that no citizen was delayed
treatment as a result of this incident,"” Cherry said.

He would not divulge details of the dispatch logs, which would indicate where
the fire crews were and what time the 911 call came in.

City Councilwoman Sandy Sheedy, who represents the district that Station 20
covers, said City Manager Bob Thomas has kept council members updated with
daily reports.

"You hear everything, and then you have to divide it and see what is really
there," Sheedy said in a telephone interview Tuesday. "l can't comment on it
because there's an investigation going on other than to tell you that there's a
whole lot of good firefighters out there and not all are involved in this."

Two years ago the Sacramento Fire Department investigated sexual harassment
complaints by Carol L. Irving, a firefighter at Oak Park's Station 6. The
department hired John Cabrerra, a former Sacramento Police Department
homicide detective, set up a hotline and conducted extensive interviews. After
more than a year the investigation was closed. No disciplinary action was taken.

"There is no question we learned from that experience,” Cherry said. "Every
angle is being looked at, and every possible thing that can be done is being
done.

"I would hope people would reserve judgment and allow us to complete the
investigation. Give us the benefit of the doubt until I can find out who's
accountable and to what degree, and not paint the entire department with the
same brush.”

About the Writer

The Bee's Elizabeth Hume can be reached at (916) 321-1203 or ehume@sacbee.com.
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