Watson v. City of Kansas City

857 F.2d 690 (10 Cir. 1988)

Facts:  
Throughout Nancy and Ed Watson’s marriage, Ed physically abuse both Mary and her child, Jason.  Because Ed was a police officer with Kansas City police department, the police would not respond to Nancy’s domestic violence calls.  At one time Captain Hooks threatened her by saying, “Mrs. Watson, if you ever call the police again, I will see to it that you are arrested and you’ll never see those two kids again.”  Because of these threats, Mrs. Watson was afraid to call the police after her husband had abused her.  The incident that initiated this equal protection suit involved Ed stabbing Nancy.  

While Nancy was out with her two children, she observed Ed following her, which was a violation of the protection order following their divorce.  Nancy drove to the police station seeking protection.  Sergeant Woolwerey stated he would detain Ed until Nancy and the children could safely get home.  Nancy drove straight home.  However, when she and the children arrived, Ed was already there.  He forced the family into the house, locked the deadbolts, and ripped out the telephones.  He locked the children in their rooms and raped Nancy.  After the rape, he beat and stabbed her.   When the knife he used broke, he left her to go to the kitchen to get another one.  While he was in the kitchen, Nancy tried unsuccessfully to get out of the house through the front door.  She then jumped through a picture window onto the front lawn.  A neighbor heard the disturbance and called the police.  Ed left in his car.  Later it was discovered that Ed had committed suicide.  Nancy filed suit claiming that the Police Department violated her right to equal protection under the law.

Issue:  Was Nancy Watson denied equal protection because her complaint was a complaint of domestic violence?

Answer:   Yes.

Reasons:  Nancy Watson provided statistical data supporting her contention that incidents of domestic violence in Kansas City were far less likely to be solved with an arrest than non-domestic assaults.  She also provided proof that Kansas City police officers were trained to use arrest only as a last resort in domestic violence cases.  This evidence allowed a finding that victims of domestic violence were denied equal protection.  The court further stated that the police practice of deliberate indifference to the plight of domestic violence victims was sufficient to establish municipal liability.
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