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California Maritime Academy Graduate Files Civil Rights Lawsuit

Against Benicia Police Department for $1 Million

San Francisco, December 16, 2009 – Peter Knowles, Harbormaster at the Benicia Marina and recent graduate and former student body president of the California Maritime Academy, filed a federal civil rights suit today in U.S. District Court in Sacramento against the City of Benicia Police Department, the Benicia City Manager, the Benicia Chief of Police, and 11 other individual Benicia Police Department officers seeking compensatory, emotional distress, and punitive damages of at least $1 million, as well as injunctive relief.  Mr. Knowles contends that the City of Benicia violated his rights under the Fourth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution by subjecting him to a series unwarranted and harassing arrests, searches and seizures, none of which led to a conviction.  

Mr. Knowles is a Sacramento native and the son of David Knowles, a former State Assemblyman from the Fourth Assembly District.  After high school he volunteered with the Sacramento Police and Sherriff’s Department before enrolling at the California Maritime Academy in Vallejo, where he graduated in May 2009 and served as Executive Student Body President.  He was resident of the City of Benicia from August 2007 until June 2008 during the time that the harassing incidents occurred.  He continues to serve as part-time Harbormaster at the Benicia Marina.  

According to Mr. Knowles’ complaint, on December 23, 2007, Benicia Police Department Sergeant Frank Hartig, acting on a “hunch,” illegally entered Mr. Knowles’ private residence without a warrant to arrest Mr. Knowles for driving under the influence.  On April 17, 2009, the Appellate Division of the Superior Court of the County of Solano held that Officer Hartig had violated Mr. Knowles’ rights under the Fourth Amendment by entering his residence without a warrant.  This led to dismissal of the charges against Mr. Knowles.

Mr. Knowles also was followed, detained, and otherwise harassed by the Benicia Police Department on at least five other occasions over a six month period after his initial arrest, and on multiple occasions was told to leave town at gunpoint.  

“The Benicia Police Department has carried out what seems to be a vendetta against Peter, who was a well-regarded student at the California Maritime Academy at the time and a valued employee at the marina.” said his attorney Sanford Jay Rosen of Rosen, Bien & Galvan in San Francisco.  “City of Benicia Police attention focused on him after the unlawful DUI arrest and things just seem to have escalated from there. Starting with the first incident and ending with the most recent one, the City of Benicia, through its police, have made all of us less secure from unreasonable and illegal police invasion of our persons and houses.  As already found by the Solano County Superior Court, what happened to Peter violates precisely what the Fourth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution protects.”

For example, in April 2008, without warrant or probable cause, several officers stormed a boat on which Mr. Knowles was living while serving as Harbormaster of the Benicia Marina, kicking in the door to the cabin of the boat and holding Mr. Knowles at gunpoint causing him to fear he would be killed.  Mr. Knowles was not charged or arrested.  

According to John Ash, President of the Benicia Harbor Corporation and Mr. Knowles’ employer at the Benicia Marina, “The police have subjected Peter to a frightening series of unprovoked encounters where he had every reason to fear for his life, including an outrageous incident that occurred last year on one of our boats here at the marina.  I cannot believe that the City of Benicia is willing to tolerate this sort of behavior on the part of its police officers, much less when it is directed against such a responsible and well-intentioned young man like Peter.”

In May 2008, in another incident, Mr. Knowles’ residence was ransacked by Benicia police officers, acting without a warrant or consent to search in conjunction with a warrantless arrest of Mr. Knowles.  Charges related to this arrest were later dropped by the Solano County District Attorney.

Fearing for his life, Mr. Knowles was forced to move away from the City of Benicia.  As a result of the harassment by the Benicia police, Mr. Knowles has suffered and continues to suffer from physical and emotional distress as well as financial losses and has not been able to find employment in his chosen field of maritime security. 

“Peter is an outstanding young man,” said Captain Robert Stewart, Ph.D., who was Peter's advisor at the California Maritime Academy.  “He was a strong student and devoted a significant amount of time to student activities, serving as student body president and working closely with me to help start the student newspaper.  I’m proud of all he accomplished at CMA and hope that he will ultimately be able to pursue his career in the maritime industry.”

“The Benicia Police Department’s actions constitute serious violations of Mr. Knowles’ rights under the U.S. Constitution, and reflect a lack of training and oversight throughout the entire department,” said lead counsel Rosen.  “We’re looking forward to taking this case to trial so that we can shine a light on the behavior of these officers, clear Peter’s record once and for all, and make sure that such behavior doesn’t happen again.”

The case is Knowles v. Benicia Police Department, U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of California, Temporary Case No. 2:09-at-02009. In addition to Rosen, Mr. Knowles also is represented by Mark Feeser of Rosen, Bien & Galvan, LLP.
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