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Training as negotiators
Monthly session held at a
local movie theater with an
invited audience.

By Julia Terruso
Staff writer

Detective Louis Falvo out-
lined what the volunteers sit-
ting in the movie theater had in
store. ‘‘Respond the way you
would normally,’’ he said.
‘‘Have fun, view the scene, but
treat it as if it’s the real deal.’’

The Syracuse Police Depart-
ment’s crisis negotiations team
holds a monthly training ses-
sion. The most recent was at a
local movie theater.

‘‘Negotiating is actually
more listening than it is talk-
ing,’’ Falvo said. ‘‘And be-
lieve it or not, both skills, talk-
ing and listening, are
perishable. If you put them on
the shelf too long, they just get
dusty.’’

The negotiations team of 14
invited an audience to their
training for the first time to
add authenticity to the mock
crisis.

‘‘The code word if anyone
needs to break the simulation
is blue,’’ Falvo said. And for
the purposes of this exercise
Falvo’s cell phone number
would be used instead of 911.

And with that, the lights
went down and the previews
started rolling. About ten min-
utes into ‘‘The King’s
Speech,’’ a brawny young man
marched into the theater and
stopped in front of a couple,
seated toward the front.

‘‘Who the f — is this guy?’’
he screamed at the woman, as
audience members squirmed in
their seats ready to watch the
scene unfold.

The man, named Jeremy for
the purpose of the exercise,
went on a tirade of expletives
and verbal abuse accusing the
woman of being unfaithful and
driving him to alcoholism. He
berated the man she was with,
shouting insults over the
movie still rolling in the back-
ground.

A theater manager heard the
disturbance and walked in to
the theater. ‘‘Sir, is there a
problem here?’’ ‘‘Get the f —
out!’’ Jeremy yelled at him,
this time brandishing a knife

and provoking gasps from au-
dience members. ‘‘Anyone
tries to come in or leave is get-
ting stabbed.’’

Outside the theater, mem-
bers of the crisis response
team assembled. Nelson Aqui-
no, a senior negotiator, was
chosen to run point and started
his dialogue with Jeremy.

‘‘Hey, hey man, what’s your
name?’’ Aquino called out
from the back of the theater.
‘‘Listen, you mind coming out
here to talk to me? I’d like to
talk to you. You’re not in any
trouble, just come out. Don’t
do anything crazy, man.’’

Initially, Aquino’s attempts
to talk to Jeremy were largely
ignored as Jeremy ranted about
his career in the military, his
drinking problem and his two
children.

Aquino stayed crouched in
the back, listening to every-
thing Jeremy said. When he fi-
nally got the man’s attention,
he spoke calmly and politely
to Jeremy, easing him into
conversation. The two chatted
almost amicably while Jeremy
interspersed violent threats at
his ex-wife and members of
the audience.

‘‘Listening is a skill,’’ said
Detective Anthony Colavita, in
the debriefing following the
simulation. ‘‘The negotiator
has to find ways to connect
with the person in crisis.’’

At one point, Aquino slid a
cellphone down the long ramp
into the theater so that he
could talk to Jeremy without
having to shout over the

movie.
‘‘It’s important to get some-

thing in their hand to distract
them,’’ Falvo explained later.

About two hours after inci-
dent began, Jeremy, who’d
shifted his focus almost solely
to Aquino, agreed to drop his
knife and walk out of the the-
ater.

‘‘Ideally we’d have this run
five to six hours,’’ Falvo said.
Crisis intervention can take
from two minutes to two days,
he said. ‘‘Sometimes people
just need to vent.’’

The crisis response team re-
sponds to upward of a dozen
calls in a given year, Falvo
said. They range in topic but a
great number are domestic dis-
putes.

During the debriefing, mem-
bers of the team explained that
the best help bystanders can
provide police is to cooperate
and not try to antagonize the
person in crisis. Even telling
him/her to calm down adds ad-
ditional voices, making it more
difficult for the negotiator to
establish a connection.

Sara Tracey, 21, a junior
newspaper journalism major
from Syracuse University, at-
tended with her professor and
three students from SU. She
was taken by how quiet and
still everyone remained during
the incident. ‘‘I’d like to think
I would have been more brave
in real life, but I don’t think I
could be,’’ she said. ‘‘I defi-
nitely would have done what I
did, which was try to make
myself seem invisible.’’
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SYRACUSE POLICE DETECTIVES Anthony Colavita (left) and
Louis Falvo are part of the Syracuse Police Department’s cri-
sis negotiations team.
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