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Law enforcement agencies
did learn from Waco standoff

By Robin Wagner-Pacifici

Next month’s planned re-en-
actment by investigators of the fi-
nal day of the standoff between
the Branch Davidians and federal
agents will focus our attention
again on that 1993 siege in which
at least 75 cult members died.

Waco is but one of the many
standoffs between “anti-system”
groups and the state in recent
years. Although the quality of law-
enforcement responses has var-
ied, it’'s important to acknowledge
that some of the better moments
have come post-Waco.

Yes, the charges that law en-
forcement agencies used incendi-
ary devices in Waco are serious
and disturbing. And, yes, accusa-
tions of coverups within and
across agencies shouid be in-
vestigated. Line crossings be-
tween civilian and military roles,
deadly force and constraining
force, incendiary and non-incen-
diary devices, must be exposed.

They have been revealed in
past cases. The inquisitional hear-
ings after the 1985 standoff be-
tween the MOVE group and the
Philadelphia Police Department,
which left 11 MOVE members
dead and two city blocks burned,
for example, were haunted by the
“non-incendiary” explosives a he-
licopter dropped on the MOVE
house, where the fire began.

But in more recent standoffs —
including both the Montana Free-
men and the Republic of Texas
group — little to no force was em-
ployed by law enforcement agen-
cies, and the standoffs ended
peacefully. What was different?

In March 1996, the FBI arrest-
ed Montana Freemen leader Le-
Roy Schweitzer on the outskirts of
the ranch that the Freemen had
renamed Justus Township.
Charges included threatening to
kill a federal judge and issuing
false financial documents.

Avoiding a standoff

Schweitzer's arrest set off a
confrontation between the Free-
men at the ranch and the FBL
However, unlike Waco, the FBI set
up its posts at a fair distance from
the ranch. Attorney General Janet
Reno made it clear that this was
not an armed perimeter and that
the situation was not a standoff.

Individuals respected by the Free-
men were brought in to negotiate.
The Critical Incident Response
Group, an FBI unit created after
Waco, coordinated the FBI's tacti-
cal and negotiating wings.

The results: a peaceful ending.
The remaining Freemen were
taken into custody, with no de-
struction of property and no loss
of life.

In the 1997 Republic of Texas
case, all but two members of the
group agreed to a cease-fire (nota
“surrender”) and gave themselves
up to Texas officials. The Texas
Rangers, who played a key role,
had a large force ready to move
into the group’s “embassy.” But a
Texas Ranger captain who had
acted as a liaison between state
and federal officials during the
Waco siege, and was mindful of
the tragic resulis there, met some
of the group’s symbolic demands,
avoiding a violent confrontation.
He persuaded them to participate
in a formal “laying down of arms”
ceremony, then submit to arrest.
The two holdouts ran into the Da-
vis Mountains. One later was shot
and killed; the other arrested.

Defusing confrontation

These more optimal results
show how various law enforce-
ment agencies have taken differ-
ent approaches to groups with
strong ideological and religious
beliefs — approaches that pre-
empt the use of deadly force, that
reframe the ongoing events, and
that can short-circuit the other
side’s expectations. This can be as
simple as avoiding such terms as

“perimeter,” “standoff” and “sur- .

render,” which all emphasize the
situation’s confrontational nature.

Standoffs always are about
much more than the weapons that
do or do not get used. They are
about history, culture, ideas and
language, as officials’ more recent
responses have shown. It is exact-
ly this accumulated knowledge
and these innovative approaches
that need to be encouraged as we
re-enact — and thereby re-con-
front — what happened in Waco.

Swarthmore College professor
Robin Wagner-Pacifici’'s book,
Theorizing the Standoff: Contin-
gency in Action, will be published
in March.
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