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Gunshots on a New Orleans bridge,
and the decade-long road to justice

SAN DIEGO: Five years ago, the US Department of Homeland
Security dropped its color-coded terror threat index developed
after the 9/11 attacks amid widespread confusion and ridicule. So
what did it do when tasked by Secretary Jeh Johnson in 2014
with measuring security along the country’s borders?

Agency staff proposed another system of reds, yellows and
greens. The Institute for Defense Analyses, a consulting firm, was
hired by DHS to review the idea and found the index simplistic
and misleading, noting that colors were a “disaster” for commu-
nicating terror threats.

“DHS should learn from its own history and avoid repeating
this error,” the consultants said in its 53-page report. The DHS
proposal was never made public, nor was the consulting firm’s
$90,000 review. A copy of the report was obtained by The
Associated Press and when AP this week asked the agency
whether it would move ahead with the index, spokeswoman
Gillian Christensen said: “Currently, there are no color-coded bor-
der security indexes or metrics being considered by the
Department of Homeland Security.”

It was one of the latest attempts by the government to come
up with a way to measure border security and help the public
understand whether the billions of dollars devoted to it each year
are being spent wisely. In 2010, Homeland Security ended a five-
year experiment measuring miles under “operational control,”
where the Border Patrol was likely to capture illegal crossers. It
reported only about 40 percent controlled in 2010, providing
ammunition to those who argue the border is porous.

Then in 2013, Johnson’s predecessor, Janet Napolitano, aban-
doned plans for what was called the Border Conditions Index,
which would have relied on various economic, crime and
enforcement data. John Sandweg, who was senior counselor to
Napolitano, said there was internal consensus about what made
up the index but not about how much weight to give each factor.

The value of it
Sandweg, who advised the secretary when the color terror

alert system was dropped, said he doesn’t see the value of a simi-
lar color-coded approach to the border. “It seems to me like an
oversimplification of a very complex problem,” he said. The con-
sultants hired by Johnson agreed.

“The red/yellow/green formulation, while intuitively attractive
and easy to understand, will open the Department to charges
that it is manipulating a complex problem in an effort to be seen
as responding to public concerns,” the report said.

When the report was completed in June, California and New
Mexico/West Texas were green (low risk) during the previous
quarter, Arizona was yellow (medium risk), and South Texas was
red (high risk). The consultants said that reality was more
nuanced.

“A new set of metrics should work against this simplistic per-
ception rather than reinforcing it. Instead, the new index does
the opposite, by reporting the level of border security in just
three large baskets, two of which (red and yellow) are likely to be
seen by the public as evidence of a border ‘not controlled,’” the
report said. The consultants identified other problems. A color
index might lead reporters with an appetite for eye-catching
headlines to produce misleading stories of an out-of-control bor-
der. And DHS relations with Congress could be further strained,
with administration officials constantly having to defend their
color choices.

For example, a West Texas congressman would demand to
know why his district is rated low risk when voters tell him the
opposite. A South Texas congressman would want lots more
money if the administration acknowledges his district is high risk,
the report said.

Now, the most closely-watched public indicator is Border
Patrol apprehensions, released annually. The number fell to a 44-
year low last year, a figure cited by those who argue the border is
relatively secure.  But there is broad agreement that the appre-
hension tally gives an incomplete picture, just as a police depart-
ment’s arrest count doesn’t fully reflect how safe a city is.

The color-coded index would have relied on 12 indicators for
land borders and seven for maritime borders, each one weighted
under a formula that produces reds, yellows and greens. Those
indicators ranged from the number of border crossers with
known or suspected terrorist ties to marijuana seizures.

The consultants’ report speaks favorably about developing a
“dashboard” of key numbers, as many police departments do.
Homeland Security recently began publishing the percent of ille-
gal border crossers it says are caught or turned back - 80 percent
in the 2015 fiscal year - and has developed other measures,
including the percent caught who are repeat offenders.—AP

SUNLAND PARK, NEW MEXICO: A US Border Patrol agent drives near the US-Mexico border fence. US Department of
Homeland Security Secretary Jeh Johnson has rejected a new proposal of color-coded alerts to measure border security
after a consultant called the system simplistic and misleading.—AP

Color index for US border security is rejected 
‘DHS should learn from its own history’ 

NEW ORLEANS: Years before Black Lives
Matter protesters roiled the streets of
Ferguson and Baltimore, police officers in
New Orleans killed two residents and
maimed four others on a small bridge on
the first Sunday after Hurricane Katrina.

In a courtroom in a New Orleans feder-
al court Wednesday, four of the shooters
and one of the supervisors admitted their
guilt for the first time. The road to that
admission was tortuous, for the families,
for the city and for the New Orleans Police
Department, in a case that stands among
the most significant police civil rights
abuses in the United States.  The victims,
all black, all unarmed, were trying to sur-
vive the hurricane’s wake on Sunday,
September 4, 2005, when a pack of offi-
cers, believing they were racing to the
scene of a police shootout, barreled
toward them in a commandeered rental
truck.  Before the truck screeched to a halt,
the driver, an ex-Marine, leaned out the
window and pulled the trigger of a hand-
gun. He steered with his right hand, and
fired what he later called “warning shots”
with his left.

Officers, some black, some white,
spilled from the truck and aimed fire at
eight residents on the Danziger Bridge. By
the time the shooting stopped, Ronald
Madison, a 40-year-old with the mental
development of a six-year-old, was dead,
seven gunshot wounds in his back. On the
other side of the bridge, gunshot wounds
pierced the slender frame of James
Brissette Jr., 17, killing him.

Susan Bartholomew, 38, was trying to
crawl on the pavement, her right arm
blown apart. Her 17-year-old daughter
Lesha, who lay atop her mother to protect

her from the bullets, required her own
life-saving surgery. So did her cousin Jose
Holmes Jr., 19, wheezing for breath and
begging paramedics not to give up on
him. Father “Big Leonard” Bartholomew
Sr. had a gunshot wound in his head. As
son “Little Leonard” Bartholomew, 14,
raced from the bridge, an officer aimed
his gun at the boy’s back and fired twice.
He missed.

The cover-up
As paramedics tended to the victims,

police began hatching a cover-up. They
would plant a gun, invent phony witness-
es and craft a fiction portraying the victims
as criminals, officers later testified. That
morning, as his brother Ronald lay dead,
Lance Madison, a onetime NFL wide
receiver who stayed back during Katrina to
watch over his younger sibling, was hand-
cuffed and charged with attempted mur-
der of police. He spent 25 days in jail on
false charges.

This week, 10 years and seven months
after the shots on the bridge, officers
stood in court and admitted guilt.  They
were given prison sentences ranging from
3 to 12 years, decades less than the offi-
cers had received after they were initially
convicted in August 2011. But a bizarre
online scandal involving prosecutors in
the US Attorney’s Office put those convic-
tions in jeopardy, opening the door to a
second trial.  The families had embraced
with relief in 2011. A federal jury convicted
the five officers following a trial in which
five other officers, in pleading guilty to
their own roles, detailed the cover-up.
That closure was short lived. After officers
were sentenced to prison, one for 65

years, defense lawyers sought a new trial.
The attorneys contended that anony-
mous online comments criticizing police -
many written by Sal Perricone, a New
Orleans federal prosecutor not involved
in the case -  impeded their  cl ients’
chances for a fair trial.

Girding for a retrial
The bid for a new trial was a long shot,

but the presiding federal judge, Kurt
Engelhardt Jr., granted it in September
2013, saying the online comments by
Perricone and two other federal lawyers
impaired justice. The Justice Department
acknowledged the comments were
improper, but said they had no bearing on
the case or the verdict.

Last August, a federal appeals court
upheld Engelhardt’s order for a new trial
by a 2-1 vote. In February, the full appeals
court deadlocked 7-7 on the government’s
request that it reconsider the earlier
appeals decision. That ruling left everyone
girding for a second trial.

Instead, sparing the victims from hav-
ing to go through another trial, and spar-
ing themselves decades behind bars, the
officers pleaded guilty to three federal
charges - deprivation of rights, obstruction
of justice and conspiracy to obstruct jus-
tice. Their sentences:

Robert Faulcon Jr., 12 years, down from
65 imposed after the jury conviction;
Kenneth Bowen, 10 years, down from 40;
Robert Gisevius Jr., 10 years, down from
40; Anthony Villavaso II, 7 years, down
from 38; Each was given credit for time
served since 2010, meaning Villavaso
could be released this year and the other
three officers in a few years.—Reuters


