After two weeks and seven witnesses at Jeffrey inquest
No one saw Jeffrey with a knife
By Stacey Hale
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TORONTO–The Coroner’s inquest into the fatal shooting of Filipino teen Jeffrey Reodica concluded its second week in session on Friday (May 19) after hearing statements from five new eyewitnesses. 

White youths and neighbours in the Lawrence Ave. E. and McCowan Rd. area (known as the Ben Jungle in Scarborough) were cross examined about what they knew and saw leading up to the shooting of 17-year-old Reodica by plainclothes Det.-Const. Dan Belanger on May 21, 2004. 

Two years ago, witnesses made statements to the Special Investigations Unit and later to the York Regional Police about what they saw that night. Today, contradictions and inconsistencies have surfaced and witnesses have flip-flopped on their versions of what happened in the Ben Jungle.  
Kevin, a white youth whose full identity is protected under the Youth Criminal Justice Act, was the first witness to recount his story. 

The 17-year-old who testified at the inquest on May 15, got home after a rugby game, and with his brother Darren and his friend Adam went to St. Rose of Lima Catholic School to “see what was going on,” Kevin said.  

All three boys knew of the altercation from the previous day, when their friend Ryan stole a basketball from a Filipino youth, exchanged harsh words with him and knocked some of the Filipino boy’s teeth out. 

When the three reached St. Rose of Lima they fled after spotting two separate bus loads of brown youths, wearing baggy clothes and carrying at least two weapons. “The extendo and (a) mini bat (are) the only things I can say I saw,” Kevin said.   

Kevin and Adam took off ahead of Darren and made it back to Kevin’s house. 

Over Kevin’s backyard fence, propped up on a storage bench, Kevin and Adam were able to see most of the events leading up to Jeffrey’s shooting. 

Kevin missed witnessing Reodica get shot when he ran inside to answer his home phone. The caller had hung up by the time he reached the phone in his kitchen, so Kevin darted back to his backyard. 

Just seconds before reaching the fence, Kevin heard three shots ring out. I was “four or five steps from getting back on the fence (and I) heard three shots.” He climbed onto the fence in time to see Reodica’s body hit the ground. 

Approximately seven hours after Reodica was shot, Kevin gave SIU investigators his version of what happened on May 21 two years ago. 

Barry Swadron, a lawyer representing the Reodica family tried to discredit Kevin’s SIU statement calling parts of it “unreliable.” 

In his statement Kevin told investigators that he saw Reodica take a swing at Belanger. Quite sometime after the SIU interview, Kevin realized that he never actually saw Reodica take a swing at the officer. 

Before the inquest began Kevin mentioned this mistake to an OPP officer who told him that he would either have to do a new statement or deal with the new information in court. Kevin never made a new statement and his version of the shooting may have been used by the SIU in its final decision to free Det.-Const. Belanger of any wrongdoing. 

“Kevin did understand (the) SIU would use his information,” Swadron said. 

“I felt, I thought the SIU wouldn’t use the statement (I thought) they’d throw it out,” Kevin said. 

Kevin also told the SIU that he didn’t know if Reodica had a weapon, but that maybe he had a knife, but Kevin wasn’t 100 per cent sure of that. 
Michael Leitold, an articling law student representing the Community Alliance for Social Justice (CASJ), questioned Kevin on why he told the SIU Reodica had a knife. At the time of the SIU interview two years ago Kevin thought he was telling the truth about a knife existing. Today, Leitold gave him the chance to be certain. 

Leitold: “Just to be clear, you never saw a knife?”

Kevin: “No.” 

Discrepancies in eyewitness accounts have surrounded at least two questions at the inquest so far: 

• Did the plainclothes officers Belanger and his partner Allan Love clearly identify themselves as police to Jeffrey and the other brown youths?

• Did Jeffrey advance on or challenge Belanger, or did the teen attempt to flee the scene before he was shot?

Brian La France, 42, a neighbour in the Ben Jungle, watched the entire incident unfold from his side porch, approximately 120  feet away. La France who testified at the inquest May 17 said that he never saw a knife, never heard the officers identify themselves and said Reodica ran away from Belanger before being shot once in the side and twice more in the back. 

A nervous La France described the scene he saw from his porch that night. 

Eight to 12 brown kids stood in a line formation. Belanger looked at Reodica, who was closest to him and said, “get your hands out of your pocket.” Reodica just smiled at Belanger, as if to say “who are you?” La France said. 

“Get down, get down,” Belanger ordered Reodica to lie down before he hit him on the left side of the head La France said.  

At this point, La France motioned from his chin to his left temple to illustrate where he believed Belanger had struck Reodica. 

Just before asking Reodica to get down on the ground, La France saw Belanger make a “pulling motion.”

“(He) took something, I think from his back,” he said. La France said he saw that the end of the object was black, but that it “could have been a cell phone for all I know,” he said. 

Next, La France heard a “thumping” or “cracking” noise that he assumed was Reodica being hit in the head by Belanger. La France admitted that at times his view of Reodica and Belanger was obstructed by one of the youths in the group. 

Then La France said Reodica lost his balance and was thrown to the ground by Belanger. The two began to wrestle and Reodica jumped up and on his way up swung at Belanger. It was a “swing like to get away,” La France said.  

In the next 10 seconds Jeffrey fled away from Belanger. “He’s running away, he’s gone,” La France said. 

Reodica tried to run on the side walk but had to side-step his friend and take a few more steps onto grass, totaling about eight running steps La France said. 

“Freeze, get back here, get back here!” Belanger yelled, then “bang, bang, bang” rang out and Reodica fell to the ground, La France said. 

La France was asked if he had ever heard the officers identify themselves as police. “Never, never, never,” he said. 
“I really seriously didn’t know, I thought they were just fathers, they didn’t look like police,” he said. 

When questioned by Kikelola Roach, a lawyer representing the CASJ, La France said he “did not see a knife, stone or gun at any point” during the struggle. 

Ken Tomlin, 47, testified at the inquest May 17 and saw the struggle between Belanger and Reodica from the corner of Benleigh Dr. and Ben Alder Dr., approximately 175 feet from where Reodica stood. 

Belanger ordered Reodica to lie down “then came up behind him and applied a little pressure between the shoulder blades,” Tomlin said. 

“Jeffrey was squirming, and all in one motion (he) stood up, whacked the officer (and) spun around to face (him),” Tomlin said. Then Reodica advanced a step toward Belanger and Belanger stepped back and fired. “Pop, pop, pop. I mean it was fast,” Tomlin said. 

Unlike La France’s account, Tomlin’s has Reodica challenging or advancing toward Belanger before the shooting. 
Later in Tomlin’s testimony,  lawyer  Swadron questioned him on his use of the words “stabbed” and “whacked” in his second statement to the SIU (Tomlin’s first statement, made the morning after the shooting, was stolen).  
Swadron said Tomlin “had no basis for those words,” especially since Tomlin said he didn’t see Reodica with a knife. 

At the beginning of his testimony, Tomlin was sure that Belanger and Love identified themselves as police to Reodica and his friends, but when questioned by Swardon he wasn’t so certain. 

Swadron: “Did you hear identification to the kids or did you assume it?” 

Tomlin: “I don’t know... (Tomlin takes a long pause with his head down). “I’m sure I heard it.”  

Margaret, 16, testified at the inquest May 19 with a sharp memory and soft voice. The teen was friends with the white youths involved in the chase and she was in a van parked around the corner from Reodica before he was shot.  

When cross examined by lawyer Swadron, Margaret said she didn’t think  Belanger and Love looked like police. 
Swadron: “(If) you didn’t know (they) were police would you say they looked like police?”

Margaret: “No.”  

In the same examination Swadron asked Margaret if she saw anything in Reodica’s hands during his struggle with Belanger. She said no. 

Before the inquest adjourned for a week break (it will resume May 29) the presiding coroner Dr. Bonita Porter denied Barry Swadron’s request to have members of the Reodica family testify at the inquest. 

If the family were to speak, it would be about relevant background information on Jeffrey, or what he was like the day of the shooting, Swadron said. 

Dr. Porter said she “would be pleased to consider (a) statement from the Reodica family” if they felt the need to testify at the inquest.   
