	Attorney in cases against Meriden police takes pride in fighting for the disenfranchised

'A scary battle, but not a lonely one'
“I am fighting powerful people and institutions,” says Sally A. Roberts, the attorney who is handling multiple cases alleging police brutality and other wrongdoing by the Meriden Police Department and Chief Jeffry Cossette
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MERIDEN - "I am fighting powerful people and institutions," says Sally A. Roberts, the attorney who is handling multiple cases alleging police brutality and other wrongdoing by the Meriden Police Department and Chief Jeffry Cossette. 
"It's a scary battle but not a lonely one," she continues. "It takes moral courage, character, tenacity, perseverance and sheer grit." [image: image1.jpg]



Roberts, 54, of the New Britain firm Peter Upton & Associates, has exhibited those qualities from her youth.

A collegiate tennis player while at Radcliffe College, Roberts hasn't lost her competitive spirit, even when facing a tough fight.

Rather than shrinking from a battle, the civil rights attorney puts herself "on the line" and locks arms with others to defend "the disenfranchised, those who have no voice ... all those who understand that might is not right and power truly does lie with an involved and compassionate citizenry," she said in a recent e-mail.

Roberts has her fans in the legal community and among her clients - one attorney called her "Sugar Ray Sally," after the boxer, and said "you could be the next bantam weight boxing champ of the world, all age groups, any gender" - but her willingness to stand up and stand out could also present risks.

Roberts has filed intents to sue the city on behalf of three men who claim they were victimized by Officer Evan Cossette, the chief's son, and has filed two more defamation and invasion of privacy lawsuits against the chief on behalf of Officer Donald Huston and former officer John Neron.

She is also representing Huston and Brian Sullivan, the officers who filed a complaint April 1 alleging a pattern of nepotism, disparate treatment and cover-ups in the Police Department. Both men have grievances pending with the state labor board over how they were disciplined.

In the wake of the allegations, state and federal investigators have launched a probe of the department and the city has hired its own independent investigator. Media attention has thrust the police, and Roberts, into the public light.

No stranger to controversy, Roberts has welcomed press coverage in recent years.

There are profile pieces in local legal publications, coverage of her visit to the state Capitol with a teenage bullying victim she is representing from Middletown and visits to libraries across the state to speak about maintaining her work-life balance, which she does by engaging in outdoor activities like snowshoeing and kayaking.

High-profile cases

Regardless of whether she prevails in court, the media coverage could be beneficial, said one law professor.

John Thomas, a civil litigation professor at the Quinnipiac University Law School in Hamden, said he had a friend who "lost the biggest jury award in Arizona history" at the time in a personal injury case in the 1980s.

"He was worried about the case," Thomas said, "but the next week he got more business and more new clients than before. He was stunned.

"There is value in participating in a high-profile case, regardless of the outcome," he continued. "Bad publicity is still publicity."

But Roberts said she's motivated to seek justice.

"I have wanted to be a lawyer since the eighth grade, when I first read the Perry Mason novel - and ever since then wanted to be the "Lady Lawyer in Court," she said in an e-mail after declining an in-person interview because of her busy schedule.

A Greenwich native, Roberts graduated from Radcliffe in 1979, as the women's school was merging with Harvard University. She then studied law in Washington, D.C., at American University's Washington College of Law, which was the first law school founded by women, although it began admitting men at the end of the 19th century.

She completed law school in 1982, worked as a litigation associate in Washington and then passed the Connecticut Bar in 1984.

Roberts was a law clerk to state appellate court Judge Joseph P. Dannehy (father of Nora Dannehy, deputy state attorney general), before joining the Hartford law firm of Day, Berry & Howard, which is now Day Pitney.

She later worked for Brown, Paindiris & Scott, also in Hartford, on civil rights cases involving police misconduct as well as medical malpractice and personal injury cases, before joining forces with Upton as a partner to pursue "greater opportunities for professional growth."

Despite suffering from Bell's palsy, a paralysis on one side of her face, she fights undaunted both inside and out of the courtroom.

Other civil rights attorneys in the state, including John Williams of New Haven, respect Roberts.

"She's extremely bright and she's got an enormous amount of energy and dedication and a passion for civil rights," said Williams, who became acquainted with her about a year and a half ago when she e-mailed him a legal question about a case.

Williams, who said he has 40 years of experience pursuing police brutality and other matters against police departments, is now working with Roberts as co-counsel on Neron's defamation suit against Chief Cossette.

The chief did not respond to multiple messages seeking comment for this story.

"A labor of love"

Williams lost a federal wrongful termination and retaliation case on Neron's behalf in 2010 and Roberts picked up the appeal, which was denied last month, even though Williams said Neron didn't have money to pay for it.

Williams called suing police departments "thankless work" and "a labor of love.

"These are without a doubt the hardest kinds of cases to litigate because the public attitude, the attitude of the regular citizen, is one of disbelief," he said. "All people want to believe the police don't do things like that, and most people don't until something like that happens to them. It's incredibly hard, even when the evidence is clear."

Williams said he expects to file two cases alleging police brutality against Meriden "in the next three to four months."

That would raise the number of lawsuits or complaints to nine, but Williams said most civil rights attorneys aren't doing it for the money.

"The amount of energy this work takes, if you expended that in more traditional lines of law, it would be hard not to make more money," he said last week.

He also advised against seeking a class action against the department, something that would require enough lawsuits for a judge to deem it impracticable to try them all separately.

Police brutality "tends to be case specific," he said, making individual lawsuits more effective and manageable.

As for getting paid, a provision in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 allows for the prevailing party to receive legal fees from the defendant, said Thomas, of Quinnipiac.

"That's an important economic aspect of civil rights litigation," he said, because "typically we're not talking about people with lots of resources to hire lawyers and pay them hourly."

Williams and Roberts could still receive a portion - typically one-third - of any award in the defamation and personal privacy cases filed on behalf of Huston and Neron, Thomas said, since those are considered personal injury and not civil rights claims.

Norm Pattis, another noted civil rights attorney, said cases against police have become harder to try over the last 10 to 15 years, thanks in part to judicial use of something called qualified immunity. That's when a judge will decide, based on the mutually agreed upon facts of a case, to give an officer the benefit of the doubt and discard the case.

Pattis said this happens "unless the (police) conduct is absolutely outrageous," and is one reason he requires a retainer before taking a case, since it might not go to trial.

"It used to be the case where the jury decides whether the law was appropriately used," said Pattis, of Bethany. "In my opinion, judicial has become bolder and taken the decision away from juries," limiting the community's chance to set the boundaries of power, he said.

"Excessive force"

That's evident in the difficulty of pursuing Taser-related cases against police, Pattis said.

When people die after receiving electric shocks, police may be the only witnesses and "they are going to tell you and almost everyone in every instance that the conduct was justified," said Pattis, who looked into the death of Donovan Graham at Community Towers in 2008.

Graham was shocked multiple times by officers who were trying to subdue him during a struggle after he threatened violence. He died shortly thereafter.

An internal affairs investigation found the officers feared for their lives and acted properly, and several were honored for their handling of the incident, but Pattis' research revealed that some officers on the force use their Tasers far more often than their peers.

Pattis said that without a jury trial, "the fact that (some police) are trigger-happy electric junkies is never going to be aired publicly."

After her initial filings against the department, Roberts said she told the local NAACP branch that she would be willing to work with another attorney on a case related to Graham, but the NAACP said this month that nothing was being pursued, at the request of Graham's family.

Pattis also represented Brian Lawlor, a Meriden officer who was fired in 2005 for using excessive force during an arrest. He faced criminal charges but pleaded guilty a lesser assault charge and avoided jail time.

Chief Cossette said in 2009, concerning Lawlor, that the department "does not condone the use of excessive force" and "will not retain any officer that chooses to conduct himself in this manner," but now Evan Cossette is accused of brutality.

"The chief's own son appears to be engaged in similar conduct and gets his wrist slapped," Pattis said. "That doesn't inspire public confidence in the administration of justice."

Lt. Patrick Gaynor, police union president, disputed Pattis' comments.

He said the "level of force was significantly different" in Lawlor's case. The city was also facing a possible lawsuit from the man Lawlor assaulted - it ultimately settled with Alexis Hernandez for $100,000 - but Roberts' intents to sue were filed months after the first two of Evan Cossette's three incidents.

"If you were to compare the force side by side, you're going to see striking differences. You're going to see different circumstances," Gaynor said, adding that the union backed both Evan Cossette and Lawlor.

As for the Tasers, he said their use varies dramatically by each officer's shift and role. There are also documented cases where the device misfires or the probes don't penetrate a suspect's clothing, rendering the shocks ineffective.

Gaynor said Chief Cossette added a third supervisor to the evening shift about three weeks ago, since many of its younger and less experienced officers work then, and that the department is going over its procedures to "close up some of the gaps" in how incidents are reported, including when force is used.

But he reiterated his belief that while the investigations "are going to find that mistakes were made, I don't think it's going to rise to the level of criminal liability."

More cases may be coming from Roberts, who is investigating other complaints she's received about Meriden police. She said she is not recruiting clients, which would violate attorney ethics rules, but that people are emboldened to speak up following the recent allegations.

"The bullying by the (police department) is backfiring," she said.

Roberts, of Hartford, filed a complaint May 14 with Hartford police alleging that Michael Siegler, a Meriden detective and the police union's vice president, was sending her harassing e-mails from a specific account. Siegler has steadfastly denied the allegation and said he is not familiar with that e-mail account.

A copy of the Hartford Police Department report says the responding officer concluded, and Roberts agreed, that there was no threat included in the e-mails, and the officer found there was "no probable cause for arrest."

In Meriden, city and police officials are reviewing Roberts' complaint, along with at least five others filed against Huston and Sullivan by officers who accuse them of being untruthful in their allegations made about the department.

Roberts is also busy with the three brutality cases, which she hopes to file in federal court next month, along with her regular case load.

"The roots of liberty"

But she has long found ways to stay healthy and focused, despite "burning the candle at both ends."

Besides her love of the outdoors, she is president and board chairman of "the Preventive Medicine Center, a non-profit holistic health education organization dedicated to the prevention and reversal of multiple diseases simultaneously," according to her biography posted on Upton's website.

She writes prolifically, including more than 200 articles published on various legal topics, and maintains a rigorous regimen of hiking and fitness activities throughout the year.

Some clients revere her, sending her encouraging Bible verses about wisdom and truth for her pursuit of an estate-related case against the New London Probate Court, where Roberts said the corruption "was so outrageous that the Office of the Attorney General has launched three state investigations."

But Susan Kinsman, a spokeswoman for the Attorney General's office, said the office is not investigating but referred the matter to the Department of Public Health and the Chief State Medical Examiner because of jurisdiction, and, at Roberts' request, to an inspector in the Chief State's Attorney's office.

Roberts also touts the case of an inmate she is representing who obtained paralegal training while incarcerated and is suing three judicial marshals for allegedly beating him behind closed doors while he was handcuffed.

"I really like this fellow," she says of Curt Rivard Jr., whose convictions include burglary and arson. "He has a good legal mind and we analyze case strategy."

Her boldness wins praise from Williams and Pattis.

"She's doing God's work," says Pattis. "I think that any time a lawyer or someone questions whether power is being appropriately applied, misapplied or misused, the roots of liberty are nourished."

He said the filing of these lawsuits "is a useful public service," but that victory can be long in coming.

"The defendants win most of these cases," he said, while acknowledging the satisfaction and payout of winning a big case. "They're hard cases, heartbreaking cases. Power takes care of its own."

Roberts says her tough constitution and fighter instinct will sustain her.

"I am proud of what I do," she said. "I am fighting for justice, for what's right, and for my clients.

"I work tirelessly on my cases and will not cease until justice is done."
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Sally Roberts' cases involving Meriden Police

Pedro C. Temich, Robert A. Methvin and Joseph G. Bryans Intents to sue police and city filed in March and April; cases could be filed in federal court in June.

John Neron, former officer Lost appeal of 2008 federal retaliation lawsuit against Chief Cossette last month; defamation suit filed against chief April 21 in Meriden Superior Court.

Officer Donald Huston Nepotism and disparate treatment complaint, with Officer Brian Sullivan, filed April 1 with city; defamation suit filed against chief in Meriden Court April 21.

Officer Brian Sullivan Nepotism and disparate treatment complaint, with Huston, filed April 1 with city.

Herself Police complaint lodged alleging e-mail harassment by Detective Michael Siegler.




