Probe into the fatal shooting of Jeffrey Reodica by a Toronto Police officer
Inquest: More questions than answers
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TORONTO–The first week of the Coroner’s inquest into the fatal shooting of Jeffrey Reodica on May 21, 2004 has passed. The inquest commenced Monday, May 8, nearly two years after the 17-year-old was shot three times in the back by a plainclothes Toronto police officer, after much pressure from the Filipino community and other advocacy groups.

The inquest is a public inquiry in which evidence related to circumstances of Jeffrey’s death will be presented and examined in court by a five-member jury.  After hearing the evidence the jury must answer five questions: who was Jeffrey and how, where, when and by what means did the he die.  The jury may also make recommendations based on evidence heard that, if implemented, might avoid deaths in similar circumstances*.

The inquest proceedings are being presided by coroner Bonita Porter.  A coroner is a medical doctor with specialized training in the principles of death investigation*.

The parties represented in the inquest are Det. Const. Dan Belanger, the officer who shot Jeffrey; Det. Const. Allen Love, Belanger’s partner; the Toronto Police Service; and the Special Investigations Unit (SIU); and the Reodica family.

The Community Alliance for Social Justice (CASJ), an alliance of 27 community organizations and over 100 individuals from the Filipino community, formed in the wake of Jeffrey’s fatal shooting, has been granted standing or intervenor status at the inquest.  The organization is being represented in court by lawyer Ms. Kikélola Roach and articling student Mr. Mike Leitold who have the right to cross-examine the witnesses in order to raise issues which may be of concern to the public.

On Day 1 of the inquest, the court heard the tapes containing the 911 phone calls made by one of the white youth and residents who witnessed the events of May 21, 2004.  The calls came at different stages of the encounter – from the time the youth started chasing each other, until after Jeffrey was shot.  In a call made after the police arrived, a resident told the 911 dispatcher that he could not tell whether the men were indeed police.  Some mentioned they saw Jeffrey pull something out of his pocket but did not know if it was a knife.

Dr. Jacqueline Parai, a forensic pahthologist from the Coroner’s Office, was called to explain the findings of the autopsy she performed on Jeffrey, as pictures of Jeffrey’s wounds were projected on television screens in the courthouse.  Besides the gunshot wounds, the photos also showed that Jeffrey had scratches on his face and a bruise on the side of the head.  According to Dr. Parai, the time during which Jeffrey got these wounds and bruise could not be determined.

Joe Berney, forensic investigator for the SIU took the stand on Days 2, 3 and 5.  Photos of objects found at and around the scene of the shooting were presented in court, including a knife which was said to be Jeffrey’s, the rock which Jeffrey was allegeldy holding, a mask and a batting gloves said to have been found in his possession.

Counsel for the Reodica family – Barry Swadron and Amina Sultan – as well as for CASJ questioned the integrity of the evidence from the SIU, since according to Berney, SIU arrived at the scene of the shooting two hours after the incident, and the evidence which allegedly were Jeffrey’s were handed to him by police present at Sunnybrook Health Centre where Jeffrey was taken.

Many questions were posed about the knife, which the SIU report of September 2004 described as a flick-knife, but was described by Berney in court as a lock-knife.  Berney claimed he had nothing to do with the writing of the September 2004 report.  When lawyers Swadron and Roach continued to question SIU policies and procedures, the coroner and SIU counsels both objected, saying, “This is not an inquest about the SIU.” 

On Days 3 and 4, Adam and Stephen recounted the events of May 21, 2004, as well as the events on the day before.  They described the fight that ensued at the St. Rose of Lima basketball court on May 20, where their friend, Ryan tried to take a basketball away from Filipino youth, shouted racial slurs and ended up knocking the youth’s teeth out of his mouth.  According to the two testimonies, Filipino youth approached their group of friends the following day and told them that they were going to pay for what their friend did.

Upon cross-examination, many inconsistencies were found between Adam’s testimony at the court and in his initial interview conducted by the SIU in June 2004, particularly about whether he knew if Belanger and Love were police officers and about seeing Jeffrey struggle with Belanger.

When asked by lawyers to explain the discrepancies, he claimed he had bad memory and might  have been influenced by what he has read and heard about the case in the last two years.  While he said he did not remember saying any of the things in the transcript of the SIU interview, he told the court to go with what was in the transcript since his mind would have been fresher during the time of that interview.

CASJ counsel Mike Leitold said, “We’re hopeful that the inquest will help to uncover some issues of anti-Filipino racism that CASJ feels is at play in this issue.  We also hope that no other youth will die like Jeffrey, but we’re also quite certain that it’s the community that will play a crucial role in implementing the recommendations that will come out of the inquest and in keeping up the struggle for truth and justice more broadly.”
The coroner’s inquest into the death of Jeffrey Reodica continues through the month of May, from 9:30 a.m. to approximately 4:30 p.m. Monday to Friday.  The inquest takes place in the Coroner’s Courts at 15 Grosvenor St. (2 blocks north of College St. on the west side on Yonge St., across the YMCA), Courtroom A.  The Justice for Jeffrey Coalition is inviting members of the public to attend the hearings to see and hear the evidence for themselves and to show support for the Reodica family.  Members may come and go as they please.

The Toronto Star has been closely following the case and is publishing daily updates.  Also see the Jeffrey Reodica Memorial Website at www.reodica.com.jeff for other updates.
* Coroner’s Inquest F.A.Q.’s from Jeffrey Reodica Memorial Website www.reodica.com/jeff, retrieved May 14, 2006.
