
Ta l k i n g  Po i n t s

POLICE USE OF SPIT HOODS SCRUTINIZED 
AFTER BLACK MAN'S DEATH
   By Michael R. Sisak & Michael Balsamo  |  The Associated Press    

Not five minutes after police slipped a "spit hood" over Daniel 
Prude's head, the 41-year-old Black man went limp. A week 
later, he was taken off life support.

Prude's suffocation in Rochester, New York, in March has 
drawn new attention to the hoods — mesh bags that have been 
linked to other deaths — and the frequent reliance on police to 
respond to mental health emergencies.

His death has underscored one of the top demands of the 
police reform movement: that certain duties should not be 
handled by law enforcement but by social workers or mental 
health experts. Seven officers involved in the encounter were 
suspended with pay Thursday.

While many in law enforcement defend the hoods as vital to 
prevent officers from being spit on or even bitten — a concern 
that has taken on new importance during the coronavirus 
pandemic — critics have denounced them as dangerous and 
inhumane. For some, they evoke hoods used on prisoners at 
U.S. government overseas detention sites or "black sites." 

Amnesty International condemned the use of spit hoods 
Thursday, a day after Prude's family made public body camera 
video and police reports it obtained from the Rochester depart-
ment. The organization said the hoods are particularly danger-
ous when a person is already in distress, as Prude appeared to be. 

Police use of spit hoods often "looks like something out of 
Abu Ghraib," said Adanté Pointer, an Oakland civil rights law-
yer who has handled several cases involving the devices. "They're 
often used in a punitive way."

Prude, in Rochester to visit his brother, was taken by police 
for a mental health evaluation just hours before the fatal 
encounter after he was said to have expressed suicidal thoughts. 
Prude's brother told police he was calm when he returned to 
his house but later got high on PCP and ran away, prompting 
the brother to call 911.

Police found Prude wandering the street naked after alleg-
edly smashing a storefront window, and he could be seen on 
body camera footage spitting in the direction of officers and 
heard claiming to be infected with coronavirus. Officers said 

that led them to employ the hood.
Prude, handcuffed by this point, can be seen continuing to 

spit through the mesh and saying that he wanted an officer's 
gun. The officers then pinned him to the ground, one of them 
keeping a knee on his back and another pressing his face into 
the pavement for two minutes. Both appeared white. 

Minutes later, an officer could be heard saying, "Ugh, he's 
puking." After realizing Prude had stopped breathing, paramed-
ics who had arrived at some point, began CPR.

"They put a bag over his head, and they squeezed the air 
out of him," said Nicolette Ward, a lawyer for one of Prude's 
daughters. "He spent the last moments of his life breathing in 
his own vomit."

At a news conference Thursday announcing the officers' 
suspensions, Rochester Mayor Lovely Warren said: "Mr. Daniel 
Prude was failed by the police department, our mental health-
care system, our society and he was failed by me."

In fact, Prude's death has raised questions about how 
authorities respond to mental health emergencies. Many other 
deaths at the hands of police have resulted from an encounter 
that began with a call about someone's mental health and then 
devolved.

In many departments — New York City for example — there 
has been a push to better train police on how to manage the 
mentally ill or to bring in experts who do, but it remains a 
major issue.

Spit hoods vary in design, but Park City, Utah, police chief 
Wade Carpenter said the ones he's seen are made to be breath-
able and held in place with an elastic around the neck that can 
easily be broken.

"It wouldn't put any pressure on the carotid arteries in the 
neck. It wouldn't restrict blood flow to the brain and certainly 
wouldn't block the mouth or nose," said Carpenter, adding 
that officers in the ski town have used the devices for years 
without issues.

University of South Carolina criminal justice professor Geof-
frey Alpert said the hoods have reduced the risk of officers and 

bystanders getting spit on for decades.
"Take away COVID, it's just a nasty thing anyway," Alpert said.
But Prude's death is the second one involving spit hoods to 

surface since the death of George Floyd at the hands of Min-
neapolis police sparked a national reckoning on racism and 
policing. Floyd's death did not involve a spit hood.

Just three weeks after Prude's deadly encounter, a similar one 
happened in Tucson, Arizona. Police handcuffed and placed a 
spit hood on the head of a naked man also in distress. Carlos 
Ingram Lopez died after gasping for air and pleading for water.

In both cases, details about that death didn't emerge until 
weeks after. 

In another similar episode, a 45-year-old man died in 2015 
after police in Bernalillo, New Mexico, placed him in a spit 
hood, possibly incorrectly.

A responding sergeant from a neighboring community told 
investigators a thick cotton part of the hood was covering Ben 
C de Baca's face, nose and mouth and that he hadn't seen the 
device "used in that fashion before."

A medical investigator's report concluded that improperly 
placed spit hoods have the potential to cause suffocation and 
that in this case, the possibility of asphyxia from use of the 
hood could not be ruled out. Bernalillo settled a wrongful 
death lawsuit brought by the man's family for an undisclosed 
sum.

Prison guards have also used spit hoods, sometimes to deadly 
effect. Their use varies by jurisdiction — police in Minneapolis 
deploy them but those in New York City don't. The NYPD, the 
nation's largest police force, said a team of police EMTs has 
only recently started testing their effectiveness in the wake of 
the pandemic.

When British police started using the hoods in recent 
years, civil liberties advocate Martha Spurrier slammed them 
as "primitive, cruel and degrading." Even some senior police 
officers have agreed.

ONCE SEEN AS LONERS, MALE 
ELEPHANTS SHOWN TO FOLLOW ELDERS
 By Christina Larson  |  The Associated Press  

A line of elephants trundles across a dusty 
landscape in northern Botswana, ears flapping 
and trunks occasionally brushing the ground. 
As they pass a motion-activated camera hidden 
in low shrubbery, photos record the presence 
of each elephant. 

What's special about this group? It's only 
males.

Female elephants are known to form tight 
family groups led by experienced matriarchs. 
Males were long assumed to be loners, because 
they leave their mother's herd when they reach 
10 to 20 years of age. 

A new study shows that teenage males aren't 
anti-social after all. Younger male elephants 
were seen tagging along behind older males 
as they travel from place to place. It's more 
evidence in an emerging body of research that 
shows older males — like their female counter-
parts — play an important role in elephants' 
complex society.

For the study published Thursday in the 
journal Scientific Reports, researchers ana-
lyzed photos of 1,264 sightings of male Afri-
can savannah elephants traveling toward the 
Boteti River in 2017 and 2018. They found that 
younger males seldom traveled alone and older 
males most often led groups of mixed ages.

"Mature male elephants often take a posi-
tion at the front of the line when they are 
leading the group" to streams or seasonal graz-
ing grounds, said Diana Reiss, director of the 
Animal Behavior and Conservation Program 
at Hunter College, who was not involved in 
the new study. 

"In human societies, grandparents are valued 
because they make really important contri-
butions — helping with childcare and pass-

ing down knowledge gained over decades," 
she said. "We're now learning this pattern is 
also true for some other long-lived mammals, 
including dolphins, whales and elephants."

This is the first such study of African savan-
nah elephants. A 2019 paper used motion-acti-
vated cameras to describe similar male group 
dynamics among Asian elephants.

Scientists have long known more about 
breeding herds of female elephants, said Con-
nie Allen, a biologist at the University of Exeter 
and a co-author of the new paper. "But males 
also have multifaceted social lives, and their 
groupings aren't only shaped by kinship ties," 
she said.

When several young orphaned male ele-
phants were introduced into a park in Pilanes-
berg, South Africa, in the mid-1990s, the young 
males were extremely aggressive and killed 

40 white rhinoceros. But their behavior was 
moderated  after six older male elephants were 
added to the park.

"In some way, the older males created order, 
and all that pandemonium was quelled," said 
Carl Safina, an ecologist at Stony Brook Uni-
versity, who was not involved in the new study. 
"We're still learning about how male elephants 
acquire their cultural understanding of how to 
act, whom to defer to, and where resources like 
food and water sources are located." 

Because of their larger size and longer tusks, 
mature male elephants are most often targeted 
by poachers and legal trophy hunters in Africa. 

But future conservation strategies should 
take into account the mentorship role that 
older males play, said Allen, the study co-
author. "Males are more enigmatic. But it turns 
out they aren't such loners," she said.
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