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‘Nasir Abdi was shot in frent of his spartrment at 3073
Cassady Village Trail on Dec. 28 by Frankiin County
Sheriff's deputy Jason Evans itop left], who was
cleared by a grand jury in April. Remnants from the
crivve scene altercetion included sn oificer’s canister
af Maca (right], a bent steak knifa [below) and the

by the reaction, kished out at the city's ned-
atively new bun fst-growing Hnn,q:-ﬂ'hn.
MIErants,

While Somalis and the police have
been meeting 1o try 1o resolve their differ-
ences, the tragedy has exposed an issue

with ramifcations bevond the kiling of

Nasir Abdi. It's the suspicion thar a signifi-
cant number of Somalis are suffering from
menial illness after feeing a bloody war
Iving in lawless African refuges camps
and moving to a drasticallv different cli
mate and culture. And counselors and
other experts say the problem is compli
cated by the fact that Somalis don’t put

casing from the bullet
firnd into Abdi's chast.

much stock in Western medicine,

Hawa Siaeh, head of the Somili Wamen
and Children's Alliance, notes, “Little o
no attention las been ||;.:'L| 1a, .. the back
ground of a people who bore the brunt of a
brutal civil war, and who sill carry the

-
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any Somali immigrants—now esti
mated to mmber op o 40,000
have setthed in northeast Colam
bus, with some helping to revive fading
north-side strip centers by opening small
businesses. A building on Morse Road that
once housed ). Maxx 15 now home to the
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Crlabal Mall, the brainchild of a young So
mali entreprenesr. Inside the space filled
with kiosks is Abdul Abdi, a clerk at a stull
selling cellphones. He talks quickly into a
phone in his native tonpue. then switches
1o English to wait on a customer

Abdul Abdi was a friend and distamt
relative of Nasir Abdi He savs Nasirb

Fun

1o ahivw siprs of mental dlness after moy

ing here from a refupee camp in Kenya in
1999 with his mother, two brothers and an
uncle. He was hospitalized for more
vear at Neteare shortiy after arriving

continued on page 101



1
x
a

nnnnnuud from page 56

But he recovered and was all right for a
time, helping his neighlyoers ot Cassady Vil
lage. the aging apartment complex near
Agher and Sunbury mads. Ar one poine,
Nawr held a restsumint job, Abdul sve
"He wasn't a bad person,” he savs. “Bu
when he wis mentally il he didn't know
anyone,” ncluding frends and Fumily,
"That's where his problems came in.”

MNogir Abdi's mother und  brothers
called tor him 1o be picked up and taken to
Meteare o or five times, sivs Fred Gittes,
the respected civil rights attomey who has
been hired by Abdi's family. He also had o
police record, which induded menacing
and sssault. In one case, in May 2005, an

e £1y8. Al saysa Somah would never sy,
for example, *1 am feeling bad 1oday; miy-
be it is because my maother wiae killed sev-
eral years ago on this dav.” Instead, he says,
somalis simply don’t talk abom the past
"We abways <ay, “The more vou forect, the
hetter.

Angela Plummer is 2 lawver who works
on refugee cases ar CRIS, 2 converted mo-
tel on Sinclair Road where Somalis flock
to seek help in fnding work or reaching
relatives left behimd in Africn, She savs So-
malis have good reason not t think abau
the past: They have endured horrendous
brutality in refugee camps, watched loved
onis die in a vidoos civil war and Jeft be
hind children and spouses in their quest
for safcty m Amenica She specolates thae

rupred on and his friend never had a chanee
1 retiarn,

Southern savs it's common for Somali
iicn o wanl to go back home. In many
cases, Sommali women lave found more
freedom and power I Amenican sodiety,
bul the tmen left behumd their stans in o pa-
trigrohval society. as well as good jobs, po-
iticul postions and Bamiliar places where
everyone understood thar ingunge. Such
falls from power take their toll, Southem
By, Oiken the bewt wily she cun |H.'|Et TS
milis address depression und menl ill-
ness is 1oty 1o provide services o im-
prove their lives: so Southern spends muore
hme Ls]{:'ng d:-r':‘n!ﬁ 13 _|-'I-l:'| i1|!|:'r"|.':|:1.-.'b 0T
signing them up lor benelits than talking
with them in her office.

“This does not mean that [ want to

justify any illegal acts or actions

committed by the Somalis, but we
believe it is important for the

representatives of the law

mfmmm!andtlummmtyun
~ whale to know that violence and ill-
~ treatment is what forced us to seek a
~ safe haven in this country”

—Hawa Siad head of the Somali
Wemen and Children's Alliance

SICHAAEL & FOCILEW WY

1B-veur-oll neghbor of Abdi told police
Abdi threatened 1o kill him and punched
him in the Eice. In other instances, Ahdl’s
brother and unde called police becmmse

Abdi wouldnt tuke his medicine, was
sleeping with a knife undey hos pallow and
threatening to blow up the apartment
E‘Il]i.ld!‘rln,

In Somali culture. regukr medical care,
even for physical e I.Etl' s Tt COMmmon
ploce. Caning o counsclne snd using untj-
depressants are unheird of In fact, o per-
san either is fine or crazy (and therefore
institutionalized), teconding 1o severy] So-
malis who help immigrants @t Community
Refugee & Immigration Services (CRIS),
The belief that there is no emotional mad-
dle ground can make it difficult for people,
such o MNagir Abdi, who gre relessed rom
menal health dinics, bot sall need to 1ake
medication and attend therapry.

“It's really cultural that you just keep 1o
voursell vour problems” savs Mohamed
Ali, who works with refiipess ar CRIS
“Talking about it is not the best wav o go,”

many may be sulfering from post-tnuumat-
ic stress desorder,

Laura Southern, who counscls Somsli
refugees through # progrim cstablished Iny
Jewish Familv Services, savs, “There are 4§
Int of them out there with depression. The
don't trust wking medicine. They don’y
want o sit with me in an office and talk
ahout thedr problems. Their view s Alluh
decides how our life is going 1o go and this
i8 apparently what Allsh wanted us 1o ex-
perience and we just go an, Who am L ar
e with thatt™ (Sharif Ali-Hashim, another
CRIS worker, sOVE Samalis will allow elders
it a mosque to try 1o help the mentally 11
throuph praver. In face Ali-Haghim, an &l
der himsell, savs Nasir Abdi's uncle asked
him to *read Koran over him™)

Abdul Abdi savs he and Nasir Abdi's
by thought if Nasir cosld per back tn
hus home country, his menzal illness would
subside. “We have a hope that if he goes
back to my country—well, there is war in
my country-but we were hoping he was
going 1o et muoch better”™ But the war
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“Getting 1 job can help a linle bit” she
satys, but thie bursh readiey of moking a life in
Columbus curning o minimum wiype can be
more difficult even than dangerous refugee
cumps. “In the camps, there is that hope
that conditions are poing to improve,” he
sitys “There's uneertainty about the fisture
but with that, thene's hope. It still Africa,
#0 thoere's a lot of i..EI::LIur‘:\- there. Conds-
tions sre crappy, but people spesik their lan
guare ind they at leust know how the sys-
e works, Aller armiving in Amenca, she
IR, ‘TI.::. dre :hin‘r.,‘n;; therr Tives woukd
be tuming around. Now what® 'm here,
ancl it's not happening”

bhe adds, “The group that's the mos
marginalized are young adult Sowuli mules,
18 t0 19 and through their 20s A ot of
them don't have [11t.nj|,|1tllinn i vt @ e
cent job. Some of them don't have a good
command of the Enghish language, They're
pst kenel of weandening around with nothing
And they're having these mental-
health symptoms™

i do.

& series of events that lad to Masir
Ahdi's death started when his fimi
Iy members asked Netcare workers
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once maore for help. The healtheare pro-
viders determined Abdi wax 2 danger to
himself and others and got a court order to
have Abdi hospitalized involonmacly at a
Netcare inpatient facility.

The law-enforcement agency respons-
ble for carmying out that order—as well as
all other eount onders—is the Franklin
County Sheriff’s Office. That's why the
depities were there to pick up Abdi cven
though he lived in Columbues,

Critics cantend, however, that Franklin
County deputies receive less instruction in
working with the mentally ill than thar
connterparts in Central Ohio, Columbus
police, for example. work with Netcare
and the National Alllnee for the Mentally
Ml to train officers in how best to approach
and gain the coopomtion of people who
may be irmational or delusional

“Ewven though ths is the spency dhanged
with executing ordens from the probate
court [to transport the mentally @], it is the
shenfl's office that doesn't huve the special
training,” sayx Cittes. “Talk about cruzy,
that’s cruzy!”

Sheriff Jim Karnes says some instruc-
ton is included in the basic police acade-
my training that deputics must complete.
“All of our officers und all the officers in the
entire stute of Ohio meet the requirements
sct down by the Ohio Peace Officer Train-
ing Council for training.” he ssvs. Karnes
also notes that the department lacks the
funding for extensive new training—al-
though some instruction will be added as
the result of with community
mental-health groups after the shooting,
Police say tuking o mentally ill person

to the hospital is not pamenlarly easy. L.
Chris Bowling conrdinates traiming for the
Columbus police ensis-intervention team,
which responds to cases involving mental
illness or suspected mental illness. He savs
some standand law-enforcement mctics
taught in the police academy can backfire
with mentally ill people. Shouting orders
at someone, fr cample, offen docn't
wark. A person who s delusionsl may be
hearing voices or can't comprehend who
the police are

Bowling won't comment directly on
the Ahdi case, but explains how he teaches
officers to handle the mentally 1l Jifferent-
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Iy thin an average person. “You don’t walk
up 1o sumeone and lay hands on immedi-
itely,” he says. “You enter with the thought
ol care in mind, vet mainmain officer safety.
‘What's going on today? How can | help
you? What's h.l;'rp:mng to you today? s
mlputh;.-. in shon” (Akhough training is
avadable for free for police officers and
shenill’s deputies, Bowling savs Frunklin
County's complaint that it doesn't have the
money for extra training is valid Officers
undergoing tmining ore beng paid, but
aren't on the streets. For shor-suffed de-
partments, it can bea financial strain to puy
other officers avertime to cover for ther
colleapues taking a traming course—even i
lree one.)

Bowling also says everyihing chumges
when a mentally ill person s armed. “Ver-
bal de-escalation i a wonderful thing,” he
says, “but if vou bring vour mouth 1o a
gunfight. you're poing to get hurt. some-
hody answers the door and pointsa gun at
you, we deal with it like we would any oth-
er police situation.”

Nosir Abdi dide't have a gun, and some
of the Somalis who gathered for that
pemeﬁﬂ protest in front of City Hall held
nlgm complaning the police used exces:
sive force. While the cops viewed him as
armed, danperous and unprediciable, some
Somalis saw Abdi who was 5-7 and 160
pounds. as a small. confused man who was
sick and neoded hospital care. A knile—it is
not the biggpest weapon,” says Abdul Abdi,
wha belivves his friend was not anmad at
all But even if he did have a knife, Abdi
says. police shouldn't have been threatened
by it

Pulice, however, are trained differently.
“A person within 20 feet of you-they can
get 1o you with a knife before you can get
vour gun out of the holster,” says Kames,
“In this e, Mace was even used © no
avail. It's one of those where vou say, 'Oh,
shit I vou come at an officer with a knife
and they've already vsad the Mace to no
avail, they only have one other thing they
can do becase they want o go home at
the end of their shifi®

Bowling says Tasers, which all Colum-
bus police carry, have proven much more
effective than Mace with mentally ill peo-
ple. Mace works on the seasory nervous
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system, and some mentally il peaple don’t
renicd at all to the smell or sting due to delu-
siong, hallucinations or deadened senve,
With the Taser, Bowling says, “They have
no choice but to fall down” Kamos says
shenfi’s deputies are not yet ammed with
Tasers—again, because of hmding and

ITRENING REES.

ghaoting and its aftermath sct the
I Somali commumity and police on
opposite sides. One police officer
wrote a letter to the editor to the Do
cilling the protesters rresponsible and -
norant and saying they were rushing 10
judgment of the depoty. A woman sent a
letter to Kames dedlaring she was “sck of
all these foreigmers coming over here and
wanting to change our Liws 10 suit them”
The disciission foran on Columbus’s
craigdistong lighred up afier the protest
with comments from more than a dozen
writers—many of them angry that the city
has been providing services 1o the refigees
for vears and now they are complaining be
cause police had 1w defend themselves
against a Somali crimindl, Some wiiters (et

the deadly shooting proved Somalis are
troublemakers who often give polive prob-
lems,

Historically, though, that hasn't been
the case. Columbus police say Somali
neighborhoods are not wsually problem
places, and a1 search of police reports in
predominantly Somali aress shows mostly
minor complaints, such as reports of dam-
age 1o cars or squabbbes with neighbore
“They really are a nonviolent group of peo-
ple. For the most part, they don’t donk or
wse drugs or steal. Their relizion §s part of
thelr culture,” Southemn savs, "Beciuse they
are an immigrant group, when something



does happen, it grabs people’s awention.”

Ciittes says the police presence during
the grand jury hearing on the Evans case
April 14 hasn't helped relations. He says
police “blockaded parts of High Street.
You would think there was going 10 be 2
torronst attack. And there was not a single
demonstrator to my knowledze. Orther
thun stereotypes and an automatic hostile
uttitude toward Somalis, there was no ex-
planation for it

Kamnes, who oversees security at the
courthouse, says shenff’s department su-
pervisors did not know what to expect.

They asked Somali leaders if a protest was
planned, but received no information, so
Karnes chose to be prepared. “Tt was based
entirely upon the presence that was shown
over at Uity Hall,” Kurnes says, “You set up
for the unanticipated because if you wait,
it's too late”

If police had a “knee-jerk™ reaction to
the case, as Gittes characterized #t. South-
em says it's nol surprising some Somalis
had a similar reaction to police after the
shooting. “There’s a conditioning that's
gone on for them prior to coming to the
United States,” she says. “Having lived in a
country where there were no rules, no
laws, no protection, it was every man for
himaelf You kind of get into that survivor
mentality-especially if vou've Tived in a
refugee camp-that you have to protect
your own, As we all know, mob mentality

Omar Jamal, director of the Somali Jus-
tice Advocacy Center in St. Paul, Minneso-
ta, suys he also is working with Abdi's fam-
iy (separately from Gittes). "His life was
wrongfully taken by the people who were
supposad to protect him,” he says. "As an
advocacy group we believe someone has

to be held accountable”

Jamal says that sinee Nuradin Abdi-un-
related to Nasir and Abdol-was accused by
federal agents of planning a terrorist attack
at 4 Columbus mall in 2003, masy Somalis
fear they are bang watched and treated as
terrorists by biw-enforcement  apencies
(Nuradin Abdi & awarting mal) “There’s a
terrorist war ongoing, and there is a serious
case in Columbus, Ohio,” Jamal says. “The
community somewhat is fearful of retalia-
tion from the police or from the sheriffy
department, so they don't want to come
forward und share with us what really hap-

pened”™ when Abdi was shot,

However, chief deputy Steve Martin of

the Franklin County Sherif’s Office says
Somalis and law-enforcement officials are
learning from each other since the shoot-
ing. Somali community leaders already
have met several times in private with po-
lice and representatives from the Colum-
bus Community Relations Commission, a
city department charged with promaoting
racial, ethnic and coltural understanding.
Hassan Omar, who heads the Somali
Commuinity Association of (Ohio, has at-
tended the meetings. which consist of 12
Somali community leaders and 10 law-en
forcement representatives from Columbus,
the Frunklin County Sherff's Office, Mif:
flin and Clinton townships and even the
FBL *There huve been a lor of diseossinns,
on both sides, Some liw enforcement do
nol understand the culure, Ar the same
time, the Somali community does not un-
derstand the law endforoement agents” cul-
ture,” Ommur says. “We know that we are
here, we are Americans, we are in Ohio
We are 4 new community and we are a
law-abiding community and we need to
accept the law. At the same time, the law

Columbus Manthiy

enforcement needs to acoept that we arc a
new community and give us a chuanee,
Sometimes peaple do not understand why
the paolice siop them, why they sive them
tickets, It has been a good discussion”™

Omar says Somalis and police ave
had very few problems with each other
“We believe we're not mreetad a5 0 whole
community. Honestly, we have 1o siy that
because this was the first incident, But it
couild have been handled another way, ina
different way. That's what the generul [Sa-
mali] public believe,” he savs.

Hawa Siad, also a member of the group,

siays she hopes the police will leam more
about what the Somali immigrants en-
dured before being granted asylum here
In en e-muil, she wrowe, “This does not
mean that I want to justify any illegul acts
or actions committed by the Somalis, but
we believe it is important for the represen-
tatives of the law enforcement and the
community as 8 whole 1o know that vio-
lence and ill-treatment is whit firced us to
seek a safe haven i this country”

On the other side of the tble, Murtin
says he has learned some new things. For
instance, officers should avoid body lin
guage that has culrural connotations, "Like
hand gestures—something that's not offen-
sive to us, but i offensive 1o themn, like mo-
tioning for someons to come back 1o your
[patral] car in 2 spesific way”

Meanwhile, Nasir Abdi’s family has
kept themselves out of the public eye, Ab-
di's mather, Aming, did not want 1o be in-
terviewed for this story, Acconding 1o
(iittes and Jamal, the reactions amaong the
members are mived

“>ome were very opset and sad, “Whal
can we do” " lamal savs. “Some of them
are suggesting we forget all this and move
forward and not revisic the pase” W

Alice Holl is an associate editor for
Columbus Monthly.
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