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 SUING IN ST. FRANCOIS  After the publica-
tion of our story on the horrors of the jail in St. 
Francois, Missouri, county officials have agreed 
to pay $1.8 million to the parents of Billy Ames, 
who died after being strapped in a restraint 
chair for 24 hours. Several plaintiffs have also 
filed a federal class action lawsuit which cites 
our reporting against the county and its sheriff, 
alleging “unconstitutional, discriminatory, and 
dangerous conditions while detained pretrial at 
the St. Francois County Jail.” Local lawyer Vonne 
Karraker, along with other plaintiffs in the suit, 
was an important focus of our story.

 BARRED  The North Carolina State Bar has 
finally suspended the law license of a lawyer who 
stole hundreds of thousands of dollars from two 
clients with intellectual disabilities—half-broth-
ers Henry McCollum and Leon Brown. The two 
men spent three decades in prison before being 
declared innocent. Our 2018 story with The New 
York Times revealed how Patrick Megaro 
repeatedly pocketed his clients’ money 
and set them up with predatory loans. The 
State Bar found the lawyer put his own 
financial self-interest above those of his 
former clients, who are legally incompetent 
to manage their own affairs. Now, Megaro 
must repay the men $250,000 before he can 
ask for his license back. Additionally, a jury 
in a North Carolina federal civil rights case 
recently awarded $75 million to the two 
brothers for their wrongful convictions. 

 MAYORAL EMBRACE  The latest installment 
in our series on violence by police dogs 
exposed shocking disparities in the Baton 
Rouge Police Department’s use of K-9s. On 
average, police dogs bit a teenager aged 17 
or younger every three weeks. Almost all of 
the people they bit were Black, and in the vast 
majority of cases, the victims were unarmed or 
did not pose a grave threat. Just hours after our 
story ran, Baton Rouge Mayor Sharon Broome 
directed the police chief to stop using dogs on 
juvenile suspects “for mere flight,” adding, “I 
embrace this journalistic work in our process to 
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continue improving our depart-
ment.” The series also ran on the 
front page of the main newspaper 
in Birmingham, Alabama, where 
Bull Connor once made the use of 
police dogs infamous.

 COMPENSATING VICTIMS  The 
Ohio Senate has passed a new 
bill expanding the state’s victim 
compensation funds to those with 
felony convictions. Advocates 
pushing for these changes in the 
Ohio legislature cited our report-
ing; Louisiana has already amend-
ed its law. Our investigation found 
that these laws disproportionately 
prevent Black crime victims and 
their families from receiving 
compensation from the state — to 
pay for the funeral of a loved one 
who is murdered, for example. 

Above: Vonne Karraker, a lawyer 
in Farmington, Mo., has led 
efforts to stem abuses at the 
St. Francois County Jail. MICHAEL 
THOMAS FOR THE MARSHALL PROJECT
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The tiny pink house was pretty much empty. And run-down and 

dark, since the electricity had been shut off. Nevertheless, someone was 

trying to burglarize it, a caller told 911 well after midnight on a Sunday 

in Montgomery, Alabama.

The police called in a K-9 handler and his dog, Niko, to search 3809 

Cresta Circle. The dog lunged, found a man and bit down, according to 

court records. It took almost two minutes for the handler to pull the 

dog off. And before long, their suspect, a 51-year-old Black man, bled 

to death. The dog had torn an artery in his groin.

The man was Joseph Lee Pettaway, and his family says he was no 

burglar. He got in trouble for bad checks and served time years ago, 

but was now taking care of his 87-year-old mother, Lizzie Mae, and 

helping to repair the pink house in her neighborhood, they said; he 

had a key and permission to sleep there.

The family is suing the city, seeking damages and information 

about what happened. “I never thought a dog would end up kill-

ing anybody, especially a trained dog,” said Walter Pettaway, Joe’s 

brother. The family also wants public release of the police bodycam 

video from July 8, 2018, that is described in court documents. 

The city is fighting to keep the video from going public, arguing 

in court that it would cause “annoyance, embarrassment” for offi-

cers who were acting in good faith and could end up “facilitating civil 

unrest.” Officials did not respond to requests for comment.

Police dog bites are rarely fatal. But in other ways, the case of 

Joseph Pettaway is not unusual. These dogs, whose jaws and teeth are 

strong enough to punch through sheet metal, often produce severe 

injuries. Police employ them not only in emergencies, but also for low-

level, non-violent incidents. The dogs bite thousands of Americans 

each year, including innocent bystanders, police officers, even their 

own handlers. And there is little oversight, nationally or in the states, 

of how police departments use them.

These are some of the findings of an investigation by The Marshall 

Project, with AL.com, IndyStar and the Invisible Institute in Chicago. 

We obtained dog-bite data from police departments around the coun-

try, including the agencies in the 20 largest U.S. cities. Our reporters 

also examined more than 140 serious cases nationwide, and reviewed 

thousands of pages of documents, including excessive force lawsuits, 

department policies, arrest reports and medical studies. We looked at 

scores of videos of police dog bites. We spoke with victims and their 

lawyers, law enforcement officials, former and current trainers and 

other experts. 
Though our data shows dog bites in nearly every state, some cities 

use biting dogs far more often than others. Police in Chicago almost 

never deploy dogs for arrests and had only one incident from 2017 to 

2019. Washington had five. Seattle had 23. New York City, where policy 

limits their use mostly to felony cases, reported 25. By contrast, India-

napolis had more than 220 bites, and Los Angeles reported more than 

200 bites or dog-related injuries, while Phoenix had 169. The Sheriff’s 

Department in Jacksonville, Florida, had 160 bites in this period.

AN INVESTIGATIVE SERIES    

BY AL.COM, THE MARSHALL PROJECT, INDYSTAR AND THE INVISIBLE INSTITUTE. 

We spent a year examining how police use dogs. 

With teeth that can punch through sheet metal,  

these animals send thousands  to emergency rooms  

each year, many with life-altering injuries.

They’re often used to bite people who aren’t violent  

and  committed only minor crimes.  

When police dogs 
become weapons

‘Mauled: When police dogs are weapons’

Our investigation exposes the widespread use — and  dan-

gers — of dogs in police departments across the U.S. Here 

are takeaways from a yearlong investigation that shows 

what happens when police dogs are used as weapons.

›› People are bitten across the country, but some cities use 

biting dogs far more often than others.

›› Bites can cause life-altering injuries, even death. 

›› Many people bitten were not violent and were suspected 

of minor crimes — or no crime at all.

›› Most bite victims are men, and studies suggest that in 

some places, they have been disproportionately Black.

›› Police officers sometimes can’t control the dogs, worsen-

ing injuries.

›› There’s little accountability or compensation for many 

bite victims. Excessive force lawsuits over dog bites are 

difficult to win. 

Our journalists are gathering stories from individuals who 

have come into contact with a police dog and we’d like to 

hear from you.

If you are willing to share your story with us, please contact 

Challen Stephens (cstephens@al.com) or Ashley Remkus 

(aremkus@al.com). We will not publish your story without 

your approval.

Share your experience with police dogs

SEE POLICE DOGS, A13

Tide throws its  

way to convincing 

win over A&M.   W1

Progress bringing 

down prominent 

Ensley building.   A3

Jonathan Lemire, Jill Colvin and  

Zeke Miller   Associated Press

P re sident Dona ld T r ump went 

through a “very concerning” period Fri-

day and the next 48 hours “will be criti-

cal” in his care as he battles the corona-

virus at a hospital, White House chief of 

staff Mark Meadows said Saturday. 

Meadows’ comments contradicted 

the rosy assessment of Trump’s con-

dition offered by his staff and doctors, 

who took pains not to reveal the presi-

dent had received supplemental oxygen 

at the White House before his hospital 

admission.
“We’re still not on a clear path yet to 

a full recovery,” said a weary Meadows.

It was a dramatically different pic-

ture than the one painted by the White 

House staff since Trump revealed his 

diagnosis as well as by his doctors, who 

updated the public at a press conference 

at Walter Reed National Military Medi-

cal Center.
The briefing by Navy Commander Dr. 

Sean Conley and other doctors raised 

more questions than it answered as Con-

ley repeatedly refused to say whether 

the president ever needed supplemental 

oxygen, despite repeated questioning, 

and declined to discuss exactly when he 

fell ill. Conley also revealed that Trump 

began exhibiting “clinical indications” 

of COVID-19 on Thursday afternoon, 

earlier than previously known.

“Thursday no oxygen. None at this 

moment. And yesterday with the team, 

while we were all here, he was not on 

oxygen,” Conley said. 

But according to a person famil-

iar with Trump’s condition, Trump 

was administered oxygen at the White 

House on Friday before he was trans-

ported to the military hospital. The per-

son was not authorized to speak publicly 

and spoke to The Associated Press on 

condition of anonymity. 

THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK   

Next 48 hours  

‘will be critical’  

for Trump

With president in the 

hospital, his aide sounds 

wary, his doctor upbeat

SEE TRUMP, A12
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 WORDS MATTER  Reporters and editors 
have long believed that terms such as 
“inmate,” “felon” and “offender” are 
clear, succinct and neutral. But a vocal 
segment of the people who have those 
labels applied to them argue that they 
are dehumanizing and reductive. The 
Language Project, which includes 
pieces by and about people with 
personal experience of incarceration, 
makes public our decision to avoid 
labels such as “inmate” in favor of per-
son-first language. NPR’s On the Media 
dedicated a segment to our work, and 
we partnered with Poynter to create a 
virtual workshop that was attended by 
more than 300 people from newsrooms 
across the country.

 COMMUNITY CARE  In 2018, we reported 
with This American Life on the high 
school students trying to get their GEDs 
behind bars in a notoriously violent 
adult jail in New Orleans. “That story 
tore me apart,” said a man in Elgin, IL 
who listened to our report while out 
cycling in his neighborhood. “As I had 
plenty of thinking time on the bike, I 
got back home and told my wife that we 
are going to call the local Boys and Girls 
Club and set up a scholarship fund so 
that one kid a year who would otherwise 
be financially unable to go to college at 
all, even with the many scholarships the 
school offers, could do it.”

 HIGHLY PRIZED 

The prestigious Goldsmith Prize 
for Investigative Reporting for our 
series on Mississippi’s dangerous 
and dysfunctional penal systems (our 
series on the use of police dogs as 
weapons also honored as a finalist). 

The White House Correspondents’ 
Association’s Katharine 
Graham Award for Courage and 
Accountability for our police dogs 
series. 

Four Online Journalism Awards, 
including our second one for “General 
Excellence in Online Journalism.”

Nine prizes from the Society for News 
Design, including a gold medal for 
“Welcome to The Zo”.

The Harry Frank Guggenheim  
Excellence in Criminal Justice 
Reporting Award for our year-long 
investigation into Mississippi’s 
modern-day debtors’ prisons.

Two Deadline Club Awards for 
our documentaries “Tutwiler” and 
“Anatomy of Hate.”

“The conversation was 
extremely illuminating 
and opened my eyes to 
how dehumanizing the 
terms we regularly use 
are.”

“I know the context 
behind these terms 
now and will always 
consider them at work 
and in my personal 
life.”

“It reminds me to 
center language around 
people because it’s more 
fair and accurate. It 
also gave me some good 
context and examples to 
use when explaining to 
people why and how the 
language we use to write 
about crime, justice 
and incarceration is 
changing.”

“Thank you for this. I 
am an appellate lawyer, 
not a journalist, but I 
came to this because I 
think it is critical to 
change the way lawyers 
and judges use this 
language as well.”

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2018/06/08/the-hardest-lesson-on-tier-2c
https://goldsmithawards.org/honoree/mississippis-dangerous-and-dysfunctional-penal-system/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/10/15/mauled-when-police-dogs-are-weapons
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/10/15/mauled-when-police-dogs-are-weapons
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/10/15/mauled-when-police-dogs-are-weapons
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/10/15/mauled-when-police-dogs-are-weapons
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/27/welcome-to-the-zo
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/01/09/think-debtors-prisons-are-a-thing-of-the-past-not-in-mississippi
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/05/06/the-separation
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/18/anatomy-of-hate

