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The Honorable Mark S. Boesseneker 
Presiding Judge 
Superior Court of the State of California 
County of Napa 
825 Brown Street 
Napa, California 94559 
 
           Re: 2011-2012 Grand Jury Final Report on Shooting in Alta Heights 
 
Dear Judge Boesseneker,   

 
Pursuant of Section 933 (a) of the California Penal Code, the 2011-2012 Napa County 
Grand Jury submits to you its final report on Shooting in Alta Heights. Our investigation of 
this subject was conducted in a manner consistent with the California Penal Code, this 
Court’s Charge, and the historic role of the Grand Jury, to protect the interests of the 
residents of Napa County.  
 
This is fourth in a series of final reports we will be issuing before the term ends. I would 
like to acknowledge the hard work and dedication of the Grand Jurors, which our report 
reflects. It is a privilege and a pleasure to work with them. 
 
 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 

 
 
 
 
 
David B. Gilbreth 
Foreman 
2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Tradition of Stewardship 
A Commitment to Service 

NAPA COUNTY GRAND JURY 
P.O. BOX 5397 

NAPA, CALIFORNIA 94581 

 
 
To the Residents of Napa County: 

In order to fulfill the Grand Jury’s mandate to investigate local governmental agencies to assure 
they are being administered efficiently, honestly, and in the best interests of Napa County 
residents, the 2011-2012 Grand Jury investigated the incident of November 28, 2010 in the Alta 
Heights neighborhood in which Richard Poccia was shot and killed by Napa Police officers. 

The Grand Jury reviewed official documents and conducted interviews with agencies and 
citizens in the course of its investigation. Upon concluding the investigation, the Grand Jury has 
developed a set of findings recommendations with the objective of representing the public 
interest. 

The Grand Jury found that in the Richard Poccia incident Napa County Mental Health’s effort 
was inadequate and the Napa Police Department’s response was unsuitable. As a result, the 
Grand Jury also found that numerous residents of the Alta Heights neighborhood now hold a 
negative opinion of the Napa Police. 

The Grand Jury recommends that Napa County Mental Health develop more resources for crisis 
support and that it coordinate training and practice with Napa Police Department regarding 
crisis situations; that Napa Police Department coordinate training and practice with Napa 
Mental Health as well as providing public liaison officers for crisis situations; that Napa Police 
Department publish its Administrative Investigation Reports in a more timely manner; and that 
the Napa County Board of Supervisors with local governments establish a civilian review board 
as well as provide the necessary funding resources for the recommendations herein. 

The Napa County Office of County Counsel has reviewed this final report.  The Napa County 
Superior Court Presiding Judge, pursuant to California Penal Code Section 933(a), has found 
that this report complies with California Penal code Part 2 Title 4.  This report has been 
accepted and filed as a public document by the County Clerk. 

Copies of this report are available for review in the Napa City-County Library and online at 
www.napa.courts.ca.gov (follow the link to the Grand Jury). 

We hope you find this report informative. It is an honor and privilege to serve you during the 
2011-2012 Grand Jury tenure. 

Respectfully submitted, 

The 2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury. 

 

http://www.napa.courts.ca.gov/
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 1 

 
SHOOTING IN ALTA HEIGHTS 

 
 
 
SUMMARY  
Richard Poccia was fatally shot by uniformed police officers on November 28, 2010, in 
the Alta Heights neighborhood of Napa. This episode has distressed many residents in the 
Alta Heights community and in the Napa community at large. To date, Alta Heights 
community members who experienced that afternoon in confusion, lock-down, and 
mourning have received little or no information from the Napa agencies involved.  

The Napa Police Department needs the support and trust of the Napa community.  
However, some of the actions taken in the Alta Heights incident eroded that support and 
trust. The 2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury is concerned, and has looked into the 
circumstances surrounding the death of Mr. Poccia. Police records and other official 
documents were reviewed, such as recorded interviews in the Sheriff’s report of all the 
officers and witnesses involved. The Grand Jury also independently interviewed 
additional witnesses.  

At this time the Grand Jury is not rendering an opinion as to whether or not the shooting 
was justified. Indeed, ongoing civil litigation, time constraints, and the delay of Napa 
Police Department’s Administrative Report (internal affairs report) after more than 
sixteen months, have precluded a full investigation by the Grand Jury into the shooting.  

This report addresses the need for better communication and common understanding 
between the Napa Police Department and the community, the need for closer cooperation 
between law enforcement and mental health agencies, and the need for vastly improved 
procedures following officer involved fatalities. 

The 2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury recommends instituting a program to assist 
communities dealing with the results of such events, establishing a Civilian Police 
Review Board and implementing measures to promote trust and communication among 
the Napa Police Department, the Napa County Mental Health Crisis Center and the Napa 
community. 
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BACKGROUND   
The Napa Police Department was established in 1875, several years after the town of 
Napa was incorporated. The Police Department consists of 125 full time employees 
serving as Peace Officers, Public Safety Dispatchers, Community Services Officers and 
various specialists and assistants. Its mission “...in partnership with the community, is to 
promote and maintain a peaceful, safe and secure environment.” (Mission Statement, City 
of Napa, Police Department website.) 

Alta Heights, a quiet neighborhood of predominately single-family homes, is located at 
the foot of the east hills in Napa, California. It started in the early twentieth-century 
primarily by Italian-Americans from San Francisco and became part of what was referred 
to as the City of Napa’s “Little Italy.” Over the years this pleasant, middle class 
community has maintained its character and neighbor-friendly environment. 

 

DISCUSSION 
Richard Poccia was a sixty-year-old resident of Alta Heights living with his wife on 
Meek Avenue. He had been employed as a registered nurse in bay area hospitals and had 
interests in martial arts and music. Neighbors who had contact with Richard Poccia prior 
to the incident described him as considerate and congenial. The shooting death of Richard 
Poccia on November 28, 2010 was shocking and traumatic to his neighbors in Alta 
Heights as well as to the Napa community. This event has left many people feeling 
alienated from the agency committed to their safety.  

The following facts, unless otherwise noted, are derived from the Sheriff’s Report. 

Sunday Morning, November 28, 2010                      
(Summarized from Sheriff’s Report) 
Richard Poccia was on leave from his job as registered nurse, with post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). Police interviews with Richard Poccia’s wife indicate he was drinking 
heavily the weekend of November 26-28, 2010. His wife took other lodging on Friday 
night, November 26th.  

Records show that Richard Poccia’s wife, with the help of close friends, contacted the 
Napa Police that Sunday morning. Police were informed that Richard Poccia was alone 
and posed no threat to his wife or others in the area, possessed guns and had martial arts 
training. However, a friend reported to the police that Richard Poccia told him: 

If the Police and Paramedics come here, it will end badly. Either they will get 
killed, I will get killed, or we both will get killed.  
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A Police sergeant, the Incident Commander (IC) who had experience in “hostage 
negotiations,” determined it would be counterproductive for police to physically 
approach Richard Poccia. The IC requested the Mental Health Crisis Center to contact 
Richard Poccia. The IC also told police to maintain a safe distance from Richard Poccia’s 
residence during their shifts. Interviews with Napa County Mental Health indicate that 
the Crisis Center called Richard Poccia twice that Sunday morning, but there was no 
response. The Crisis Center left a message and did not contact Richard Poccia again that 
day. 

Sunday Afternoon, November 28, 2010       
(Summarized from Sheriff’s Report) 
Richard Poccia was in phone contact with his wife Sunday afternoon. According to 
Police reports he told her he had no more alcohol and if she would not get him some he 
was going out for more. She relayed this information to the IC, and added that it was a 
possible that he would take his .22 caliber pistol if he left the house. The police then 
assigned a team who would place Richard Poccia under an involuntary Section 51501 if 
and when he left his house.  

The Napa Police Department successfully made contact with Richard Poccia when the IC 
called his cell phone. Richard Poccia informed the officer he had knowledge of Section 
5150 and although he had five guns in his possession, he was not a danger to himself. 
Specifically, he denied being suicidal. The IC assured Richard Poccia that it was legal to 
possess firearms, that his wife was concerned for him, and that they wanted assurance he 
was not going to harm himself. Richard Poccia agreed to have police officers come to his 
residence to check on his welfare. He agreed to wait until officers arrived and then come 
out of his house without his guns.  

The contact team, referred to at that time as the Emergency Response Team (ERT), 
consisted of four officers who brought weapons of various lethality. Standard police 
procedure requires increasing levels of force to insure compliance with commands. 
According to standard procedure, the first officer went “hands on” (not using his 

                                                 
1 Section 5150 of the California Welfare and Institutions Code allows police (and certain other 
designated mental health professionals) to take someone into custody if they believe that, due to a 
mental disorder or inebriation, said person is: 
1. A danger to his or herself, and/or;  
2. A danger to others, and/or;  
3. Gravely disabled. (As a result of a mental disorder, is unable to provide for his or her basic 
personal needs for food, clothing or shelter.) 
This is not a criminal arrest. Under this law, the subject is taken to a psychiatric hospital. There, 
the professional staff may detain that person for up to 72 hours if it’s determined that that person 
meets the above criteria. 
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weapon), the second officer had a Taser, the third officer possessed a beanbag gun, and 
the fourth carried a rifle. (Appendix I.)  

Other officers came into the neighborhood to secure the general area as the ERT was 
preparing. The decision was made to not notify the neighbors. There was virtually no 
contact with the neighbors throughout the incident.  

The official records show that the IC placed one more call to Richard Poccia. He 
reiterated that he was not going to hurt himself or others. He was asked to remove his 
jacket, tuck his shirt into his pants and not carry any weapons when he exited his house. 
He agreed to come out with his hands up and listen for the instructions from the officer in 
charge, who was positioned down the street.  

The ERT was positioned behind a small retaining wall about 150 feet down the street 
from Richard Poccia’s residence. The “hands on” officer was giving directions to Richard 
Poccia, telling him, “I’m your friend; It’s important that you listen to me.” As he walked 
down the small elevation of his street to the officers, he was instructed to turn around a 
second time more slowly, and was reminded several times to keep his hands up by 
multiple officers.  

The Coroner’s record stated that Richard Poccia had a blood alcohol level of 0.32. A 
blood alcohol level of 0.08 is the threshold for legal intoxication. 

One witness reported that Richard Poccia responded, “...Where, Where?” at one of the 
officers and seemed confused because, according to this witness, “...all these people were 
screaming at him.” A second witness the Grand Jury interviewed also stated three or four 
officers were issuing commands to Richard Poccia.  

Official records reflect that when Richard Poccia came closer to the officers and saw their 
weapons his demeanor drastically changed. The record indicates that he became 
particularly agitated by the presence of the Taser and rifle. The officers began to form a 
semi-circle around Richard Poccia, within ten feet from him. According to the 
information provided, the officer with the beanbag shotgun lowered his weapon, drew his 
revolver and then returned it to his holster. It was reported Richard Poccia became 
increasingly belligerent and displayed hostile aggression in his body movements.  

The record reflects that at this time the command to Taser him was given. 
Simultaneously, Richard Poccia turned forty-five degrees away from the officers and 
purportedly reached to his waistband. The Sheriff’s Report states that one officer reported 
he saw a knife handle, a second reported he saw a knife and a third reported he saw a gun 
handle. Police and neighbors report that a “pop” was heard followed by a scream and a 
“bang” immediately after. The autopsy report states that the fatal AR-15 bullet wound at 
the back of Richard Poccia’s head was “tangentially front-to-back, right to left, and 
essentially horizontal”. Both Taser darts penetrated his back. Near Richard Poccia’s body 
was found not a gun, but a closed pocketknife.  
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Sunday Evening, November 28, 2010  
The Coroner reports that the shooting occurred at 3:16 p.m., but the body was not 
removed until 5:00 a.m. the following morning. It took over thirteen hours for the proper 
officials to complete their examination of the area. Richard Poccia’s body was left in the 
street throughout this thirteen-hour period.   

The Grand Jury finds this incomprehensible and unacceptable, and acknowledges the 
dismay it caused the residents of the quiet neighborhood. The Grand Jury recommends 
that in the future, more expedient procedures be followed, even if it requires bringing in 
professionals from neighboring counties. The Grand Jury further recommends that 
screening be provided to give a scene of violence a modicum of civility and respect.  

It is standard policy for the Napa County Sheriff to conduct an investigation when the 
discharge of weapons by Napa Police Officers causes a fatality. The investigation by the 
Sheriff’s Office included interviews of persons in the area. The most extensive 
information came from the officers who were directly involved in the incident. The 
Grand Jury did not find any civilian who actually saw the shooting.  

The Grand Jury does not attempt to draw any conclusions regarding the justifiability of 
the shooting. Based on the facts in the Sheriff’s report, the Napa County District Attorney 
found the shooting to be reasonable self-defense and ruled the death a justifiable 
homicide.  

Conclusion 
The events and aftermath of November 28, 2010, are highly disturbing. The Grand Jury is 
concerned with minimizing the damage to the community resulting from any such tense, 
traumatic situations in the future.   

The report states that Richard Poccia had been experiencing a mental crisis for several 
days. On November 28, 2010, the Napa Police Department was the first agency to be 
notified and was concerned for his safety. It concluded the Crisis Center of Napa County 
Mental Health would be the appropriate agency to assist him. A worker at the Crisis 
Center made two unsuccessful attempts to contact Richard Poccia by phone. Recent 
budget issues at Napa County Mental Health had resulted in fewer staff positions. It was 
single staffed on Sunday morning. There was no other staff member available to check on 
Richard Poccia should it have been considered necessary.  

The Grand Jury believes that the outcome might have been altered if a Mental Health 
Crisis worker had been assisting. It certainly warranted an effort.  There is a need for 
Napa Mental Health and the Napa Police Department to work more effectively together. 
Previously, as a matter of policy, in situations where weapons are concerned crisis 
workers are not called out. Police exclusively are expected to handle the event. The 
Grand Jury challenges that policy: A crisis worker placed safely away from harm and in a 



 6 

position to monitor the situation could provide valuable input to the officers carrying out 
their duty.  

Napa County Mental Health and the Napa Police share the common goal of promoting a 
high quality of life in the community of Napa, one by alleviating suffering associated 
with mental illness and the other by assuring a safe and secure environment. The Grand 
Jury encourages these two public service agencies to operate “hostage negotiations” in 
conjunction whenever the possibility arises.  

During the course of its interviews, the Grand Jury was advised of a recent example of 
cooperation between these two departments. In October 2011, shortly before noon, a 
young transient perched himself at the top of a water tower at the Sawyer Tannery on 
Coombs Street. While atop the tower he attempted to destroy cell phone equipment and 
threw objects at the officers below as they tried to persuade him to come down. During 
the 6-hour standoff a mental health professional assisted police on-site by providing 
suicide-counseling information. Eventually, the subject was successfully brought into 
custody and charged with trespassing and intent to cause bodily injury.  

These agencies perform two different roles, and they operate under two separate points-
of-view. The Grand Jury acknowledges it is not easy to discern the balance each situation 
requires between patient listening in one case and swift decision-making in the other. The 
more these disciplines continue to share their professional skills, the more Napa will 
profit by the synergy of their combined practices. Mutual training exercises would 
provide a way to improve cooperation. The Grand Jury encourages frequent in-service 
exercises between the two departments, particularly at middle management and field 
levels, so that the expertise of each profession is shared with the other. 

The Grand Jury found that before and after the shooting, virtually no attention was given 
to the needs of the Alta Heights neighborhood. The residents were told nothing. Some 
were restricted to or from their homes. The Grand Jury questions the Napa Police’s 
decision to not inform neighbors in the immediate area during the situation. Some 
information, however little, would have helped to provide reassurance. A number of Alta 
Heights residents have told the Grand Jury that their previous high regard for Napa Police 
has plummeted, mainly due to: 

1.  The callousness with which the police treated their neighborhood, and 

2. The insensitive treatment of Richard Poccia’s body. 

To prevent a repetition of this alienation, the Grand Jury recommends a public relations 
liaison in the Napa Police Department. Other agencies have reported success with an 
officer going door to door immediately after an incident to explain what happened to the 
extent that the situation allows. The Grand Jury suggests the Police Chief consider the 
position of a police liaison officer, whose duty in tense situations requiring extreme 
means, would be to disseminate relevant information to affected neighborhood residents. 
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The officer(s) should be present during and after the events for the primary purpose of 
facilitating understanding and assurance to the community. 

Other communities have promoted trust and confidence between law enforcement and 
neighborhoods in various ways. One is to establish a Civilian Police Review Board. 
Involving civilians promotes trust.  A community is more apt to perceive an investigation 
as fair if civilians are involved in the process.  
  
Other cities have dealt with similar divisive events. The City of Oakland, in 2009, 
suffered the murder of four police officers in one incident. The acting Chief of Police 
commissioned an investigation by CNA, Institute of Public Research. The report 
presented an objective, unbiased look at what transpired; what was done right as well as 
what was done wrong.  A report of this nature requested by the Napa Police Department 
could identify the factors contributing to the tragedy, develop findings on specific actions 
and decisions, review the use of force, and provide a set of recommendations (advisory 
and non-binding) to help identify potential improvements in procedures, tactics and 
training.  
 
The Napa Police Department exists to protect and to serve. Commissioning independent 
reviews as described above would show courage. The erosion of trust this Grand Jury 
found in the Napa community and particularly in Alta Heights, would be mitigated by 
such a study and/or civilian review board.  
 
Alta Heights has been a quiet, peaceful, close-knit neighborhood for generations. The 
shooting of Richard Poccia on November 28, 2010, severely traumatized many of the 
residents of Alta Heights. After the immediate tragedy of the shooting passed, those 
residents needed a forum to voice their feelings. The Grand Jury recognizes the need to 
support individuals who have experienced confusion, anger and grief following traumatic 
events. While Napa Police Department provides psychological counseling to officers 
(Appendix II.), there is no parallel service available to the affected civilians. The Grand 
Jury believes the Napa County Mental Health Department is the best public agency to 
offer this support. Community healing would be enhanced if Mental Health had a 
community program of services modeled after the services provided to schools following 
the death of a student.  
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FINDINGS 
The 2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury finds that: 

F1.  The Napa Police Department is delinquent in not publishing the results of its 
Administration Investigation in a timely manner. 

F2. Richard Poccia’s body was left on the street over thirteen hours, an inordinate and 
unacceptable amount of time. 

F3.  There is a need for more effective collaboration between Napa County Mental 
Health and the Napa Police Department in crisis situations. 

F4.  There is no civilian review board in Napa County for OIS incidents. 

F5.  Much of the Alta Heights community is estranged from the Napa Police 
Department as result of police actions during and after the Richard Poccia event. 

F6.      It is commendable that the Napa Police Department provides access to 
psychological counseling for its officers following traumatic situations such as an 
OIS. 

F7. Adequate psychological counseling is not currently available to Napa 
communities following traumatic situations that occur in public. 

F8. Mental Health’s two unanswered phone calls without more follow-up to Richard 
Poccia were inadequate.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The 2011-2012 Napa County Grand Jury recommends that:   
R1.  The Napa Police Department explain the reason(s) the Administrative 

Investigation Report of the OIS of November 28, 2010, is delinquent, and release 
the report within 60 days. 

R2. The Napa Police Department publish future Administrative Investigation Reports 
within 180 days of the incidents giving rise to them. 

R3.  Within 90 days the City of Napa establish procedures to utilize appropriate 
screening for sensitive crime scenes. 

R4.  Within 180 days the law enforcement departments in Napa County and Mental 
Health Department establish more effective coordination in situations of crisis 
intervention by (1) engaging in joint training exercises, and by (2) maintaining 
instantaneous communication and patching capability. 
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R5.  Within one year the Napa County Board of Supervisors and all Napa County 
incorporated local governments establish a civilian review board to examine all 
investigation documents of this incident and all future Officer involved shooting 
(OIS) incidents to provide feedback from a civilian point-of-view. 

R6.  Within 90 days the Napa Police Department provide its staff effective public 
interface and/or appoint a liaison officer to inform and reassure the public during 
tense events. 

R7.  Within 180 days the Napa County Mental Health Department (1) establish 
support programs for communities involved in traumatic incidents, and (2) 
establish additional programs to promote community awareness of resources for 
crisis support. 

R8.  Within 180 days the Napa County Board of Supervisors provide the necessary 
funding resources to assist Napa County Mental Health with (1) appropriate staff 
levels for crisis situations, and (2) effective communication routing and patching 
links with Napa Police.  

 
 
 
REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 
Pursuant to Penal Code, Section 933.05, the 2011-2012 Grand Jury requests responses 
from the following individuals: 

 

• The Police Chief of the City of Napa: F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, R1, R2, R4, R5, 
R6. 

• The Director of Napa County Mental Health Department: F3, F7, F8, R4, R7. 

• The Napa County Sheriff: R4. 

• The Police Chief of the City of St. Helena: R4. 

• The Police Chief of the City of Calistoga: R4. 

 

From the following governing bodies: 

• Napa County Board of Supervisors: F3, F4, R5, R8. 

• Napa City Council: F2, R2, R3.  
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• American Canyon City Council: R5. 

• Calistoga City Council: R5. 

• American Canyon City Council: R5. 

• St. Helena City Council: R5. 

• Yountville City Council: R5. 
 

GLOSSARY 
Administrative Report - A professional internal account of an incident, which examines 
the behavior of the participants in the incident with regard to department policy. 

Civilian Review Board - An authorized body of citizens representing the public who 
investigate conduct by police officers, either as an independent agency or as part of a law 
enforcement agency. 

Coroner Inquest - A procedure by a government official who investigates, determines and 
records the cause of deaths. In some jurisdictions, coroners conduct inquiries in the 
presence of jurors from that county.   

ERT - Emergency Response Team 

Hostage Negotiation - The action of peace officers to establish rapport with a person(s) 
involved in a crisis in order to produce a peaceful resolution to a volatile situation. 

IC - Incident Commander 

Napa County Incorporated Local Governments – The City/Town Councils of American 
Canyon, Calistoga, Napa, St. Helena, and Yountville. 

OIS - Officer Involved Shooting 

PTSD - (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) A severe anxiety disorder with symptoms 
appearing after a psychological trauma and causing dysfunction in a person’s life.   

Section 5150 - A California code that permits police to place a person under involuntary 
custody for the welfare of that person.  

Taser - A nonlethal electroshock weapon used to subdue a belligerent or dangerous 
individual by disrupting voluntary control of muscles. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Interviews Conducted 
 

• Calistoga Police Department  
 

• St. Helena Police Department  
 

• Napa Police Department Officers  
 

• Napa County Sheriff’s Department  
 

• Napa County Mental Health Department  
 

• Neighbors of Alta Heights Neighborhood 
 

• Family and Friends of Richard Poccia 
 

• Napa County District Attorney's Office  
 
Documents Reviewed 
 

• Napa Police Manual 
 

• NPD 10-007227 which includes: 
 

o Statements of On Scene Police Officers 
o Statements of On Scene Supervisor 
o Statements of Napa County Police Department Investigative Unit 
o Statements of Napa County Sheriff’s Department Investigative Unit 
o Coroner's Report of Richard Poccia 
o Toxicology Report of Richard Poccia 
o Crime Scene Log 
o Witness Written Statements 
o Search Warrant and Return 

 
• Napa County Interagency Crisis Response Protocol 

 
• http:/www.suicide.org/suicide-by-cop.html 
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• Improving Responses to People with Mental Illnesses; The Essential 
Elements of a Mental Health Court. Report prepared by the Council of State 
Governments  

 
• Independent Board of Inquiry Into the Oakland Police Department; March 

21, 2009, Incident by CNA, Institute for Public Research 
 

• Justice Center Criminal Justice/Mental Health Consensus Project 
 

• Police Accountability and Citizen Review by International Association of 
Chiefs of Police 

 
• Related Articles in Napa Register 

 
 
APPENDIX   

I. NPD Policy 300, “Use of Force”;  

 NPD Policy 308, “Control Devices and Techniques”  

 NPD Policy 309, “TASER Guidelines”  

 

II.   NPD Policy 310, “Officer Involved Shooting” 
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