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Focus Areas

• Role of City Manager

• Role of Media 

• Role of Police Department 

• Communication and Transparency



Timeline

August 9, 2016
• City Manager receives call from Police Chief 

stating shooting occurred at citizens’ 
academy…City Manager places two calls to 
City Council Members – one to inform them of 
the incident and second to inform them of the 
passing of the community demonstration 
participant…Florida Department Law 
Enforcement (FDLE) takes over scene and 
investigation at request of Police 
Chief…Officer involved in shooting placed on 
paid administrative leave…Police department 
(PD) initiates Critical Incident Stress 
Management…PD alerts media via press 
release and conference reporting tragic 
accident during simulation presentation

August 10, 2016
• PD provides additional information on 

incident and notifies State accreditation 
agency of incident…PD  Public Information 
Officer takes over as central point of 
contact…Grief counseling availability 
announced…City Council and City Manager 
issue letter to Punta Gorda community

August 11, 2016
• PD Chief accepts full responsibility for actions 

of the department and officers in letter to 
community…general order issued regarding 
use of firearms and ammunition



News broke very 
close to paper’s 

deadline; sketchy 
details in first story. 

Following day, the 
public begins to learn 

particulars of 
incident. 

Initial news 
coverage



Timeline

August 12, 2016
• PD purchases 2 additional simunition training 

guns as other live training guns are removed 
from service…Assigns light duty employee to 
assist with social media related duties

August 14, 2016
• PD issues General Order prohibiting use of 

less lethal shotguns and munitions, 
reorganized armory to prohibit comingling of 
lethal and less-lethal ammunition, and called 
for inspection of every vehicle for any 
unauthorized ammunition

August 15, 2016
• City Manager initiates formation of Internal 

Affairs (IA) Investigation Team

August 16, 2016
• Chief submits proposed new accreditation 

standard related to prohibition of use of 
firearms during scenario-based training and 
prohibition of comingling of lethal and less 
lethal weapons and ammunition to both state 
and national agencies…Council, City Manager 
and PD Command Staff attend funeral…City 
pays all funeral-related expenses



Timeline
August 17, 2016
• PD begins Internal Morale Initiative whereby 3 

supportive letters, emails or cards per day 
sent out to department employees to highlight 
community support to move forward…Grief 
counseling group meeting held for community 
members and witnesses of incident

August 18, 2016
• City secures services of communication firm 

to assist in public information and put together 
plan of action…PD creates webpage to act as 
repository and communications method to 
public…PD cancels plans to host regional 
canine trials in Punta Gorda…PD reviews all 
applicable standard operating procedures, 
amends where needed, adds section for 
scenario based training and responsibilities of 
Community Services Program Supervisor

August 22, 2016
• City Manager appoints IA Investigation Team 

to consist of Police Department Lieutenant 
(not in attendance at incident), Labor Attorney 
and former Police Chief in Southwest 
Florida…Team findings, when completed, to 
be provided to CM for final disposition…City 
Council notified of team members

August 23, 2016
• PD holds moment of silence and prayer 

service with those Chamber members who 
were in attendance at night of incident



Media descends on our small town, newspaper



Reporters look into 
employment history 
of officer and chief

Hard look 
at facts 
begins



Timeline
August 24, 2016 
• City Manager discusses incident impact at 

Council meeting…Chief meets with 
Charlotte Sun regarding open 
conversation on topics that can be 
discussed without interfering with FDLE 
and internal investigations

August 25, 2016
• Chief rolls out dedicated online resource 

for information to general media…Names 
of IA Investigation Team placed on City 
website

August 26, 2016
• City Manager and Police Chief address 

Chamber Board regarding investigation 
process and thank them for their 
continuing support 

August 29, 2016
• City Attorney provides opinion that FDLE 

report is not public record until State 
Attorney’s Office (SAO) reviews and 
determines prosecution…City receives 
another legal opinion that video of incident 
is exempt from public disclosure…PD 
distributes new policy requiring safety 
officer be assigned to all scenario-based 
training and scenario-based community 
demonstrations

October 13, 2016
• PD completes inspection of all primary, 

secondary and off-duty firearms to ensure 
compliance with agency policy



Timeline

October 18, 2016
• City notified by Charlotte Sun (while 

requesting comment) that FDLE released their 
investigative report to SAO…PD calls FDLE 
and confirmed that report was released to 
SAO…PD issues public statement

November 2, 2016
• PD sends grief counseling reminder to Police 

and Fire personnel as well as members of 
Chamber who were in attendance

November 2, 2016
• City Council approves settlement agreement 

with Knowlton Family…City Manager 
participates in settlement process with family 
representatives, family legal firm and City’s 
insurance carrier attorney prior to placement 
on Council agenda

November 10, 2016
• City Manager appoints fourth member of IA 

Investigation Team (Southwest Florida Public 
Service Academy Director) and team member 
background placed on website



Some want to hold 
Chief responsible…

… public support for 
Chief seems to grow

Elephant in 
the room



Timeline

December 13, 2016
• PD finalizes purchase of less lethal 

launchers to replace less lethal shotguns

December 13, 2016
• PD donates less lethal shotguns to 

another law enforcement agency to 
eliminate possibility of using shotguns in 
less lethal or training situation, and having 
ammunition confusion

January 12, 2017
• PD sends reminder of grief counseling 

availability to employees as well as 
Chamber attendees

January 25, 2017
• PD completes training with all sworn 

officers in safety officer responsibilities 



Paper keeps asking 
for updates,  

Highlights the natural 
struggle between the 

press and 
government in these 

situations

Very few 
answers



Timeline

February 22, 2017
• City Manager receives phone call from State 

Attorney advising charges to be brought 
against Police Chief and Officer involved in 
shooting…City Manager informs Council 
Members of charges…Two hours later State 
Attorney announces Officer charged with first 
degree manslaughter (felony) and Chief with 
second degree misdemeanor (culpable 
negligence)…City Manager meets with PD 
staff to address questions, offer support and 
encourage continuance of high standard 
services…City Manager solicits for public 
information services from communication firm

February 23, 2017
• City Manager issues media statement and 

hold press conference announcing Officer 
issued notice of pre-disciplinary hearing 
before Human Resources Manager and Labor 
Attorney to determine future employment 
status…Chief placed on administrative leave 
with pay pending further review

February 27, 2017
• City Manager attends grief counseling session 

with academy attendees and provides update 
on personnel actions and investigative 
process



Officer’s charge was 
expected. Chief’s 

was a bit of a 
surprise.

Officer & 
Chief 

charged



Community split 
between retaining or 

replacing Chief

The 
divide 

continues



Timeline

March 1, 2017
• City conducts pre-disciplinary meeting 

with Officer and his Attorney

March 3, 2017
• State Attorney releases FDLE information 

to City in order for internal review team to 
begin process…Police Lieutenant informs 
IA Investigative Team that review 
process/investigation is underway

March 8, 2017
• State Attorney furnishes discovery 

disclosure to Defendant Attorney

March 9, 2017
• City Human Resources Manager 

terminates Officer’s employment with the 
Police Department

March 15, 2017
• City publishes FDLE information on 

website and informs Knowlton Family 
Pastor and Chamber prior to its 
publication

March 16, 2017 
• Officer notified City of intent to appeal 

termination



State agency 
provides the details

FDLE 
report 

released by 
City



“Like many in Punta Gorda, we find Chief Tom Lewis to be a likeable, open
and sincere leader. The community and his staff seem to admire and respect
him as chief and boss. His work outside the police department is exemplary
for any department head or person of higher rank in a community. He has
always been available to discuss issues with both the media and the
community. We respect that. The community respects that. But, as the chief
executive of the department responsible for public safety, in the case involving
the accidental shooting of Mary Knowlton, Lewis failed. There is no softer way
to put it. It was a failure of departmental planning, procedures and operations,
with a death resulting. Ultimately, the chief law enforcement officer bears
responsibility for this tragic failure. . . .
. . . . Chief Lewis must shoulder the responsibility he placed on himself. He
must face the fact his department didn’t conduct itself properly and that he can
never regain the credibility necessary for the Punta Gorda Police Department
to function as it must. We mean Chief Lewis no ill will. He has many strong
attributes and many friends in the community. That bodes well for his future —
whatever that might be. But, the honorable and proper thing for Tom Lewis is
to resign from his position and spare the city and the people charged with a
decision on his future even more agony as the process plays out.”

Paper calls for Chief to resign



Timeline
April 3, 2017
• Independent review team publishes 

review & analysis of Punta Gorda Police 
Involved Citizens’ Academy Shooting

April 20, 2017
• Appeal hearing for Officer conducted 

May 24, 2017
• City Manager upholds Officer’s 

termination…City Manager conducts 
roundtable discussions with 
representatives of business sector and 
residential neighborhoods regarding police 
department paradigm, culture and service 
level 

May 26, 2017
• Police Community Services Lieutenant 

resigns

June 2, 2017
• Police Operations Captain resigns

June 23, 2017
• Trial start date for Police Chief

June 27, 2017
• Formal Internal Affairs Investigation, 

promulgated under Police Bill of Rights, 
initiated 

June 29, 2017
• Police Chief found not guilty of culpable 

negligence 



Internal affairs 
investigation can now 

get started

Acquitted





Timeline

August 25, 2017
• Internal Affairs Team completes its 

Professional Standards Investigation 
findings and conclusions…City Manager 
provides Chief and Lieutenant – Training 
with report and discusses preliminary 
disciplinary actions

August 27 and 28, 2017
• City Manager meets with City Council 

members to discuss IA report findings

August 28, 2017
• City Manager meets with Chief and 

requests resignation or he will be 
terminated…City Manager meets with 
Lieutenant and informs him of disciplinary 
action 

August 30, 2017
• City Manager discharges Police Chief 

from employment

August 31 and September 1, 2017
• City Manager meets with business 

owners, neighborhood representatives, 
incident attendees from Chamber of 
Commerce, and Do The Right Thing 
Board members to have more in depth 
conversations regarding decision-making 
process and solicit feedback…recruitment 
for new Police Chief initiated 




