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Michael Newby was only 19 years old when he was fatally shot in the back by
a former Louisville (Kentucky) police officer. Newby was the seventh
African-American male killed by Louisville police officers in a seven-year
time frame. In six of those cases, the offending officers got off without
having to face a jury of their peers and answer for what they did. The
Newby case is different. The Newby case has the potential to bring some
justice and healing to a community frustrated by judicial inaction against
rogue police officers. The ex-officer in the Newby case has been charged
with murder.

Unfortunately in America, there is nothing new about African-American men
being mistreated, abused and killed by police officers. From Los Angeles to
Boston, police brutality against African-American men is rampant. And
typically, the offending officers are not criminally charged for their
criminal behavior. Instead of these criminals facing justice, often these
officers receive the benefit of excuse-making and turned eyes, while
communities and families are forever destroyed. The importance of the Newby
case is that the ex-officer did not receive the benefit of police
privilege. After five years, the African-American community finally
achieved a positive step in the march toward justice: ex-Officer McKenzie
Mattingly was charged with the crime of murder and fired from the police
department for violation of the department's use-of-force policy.

Mattingly's firing is an important distinction and positive detail in this
sad story. Since he is no longer a member of the police force, perhaps
Mattingly will not receive the protections so often afforded police
officers who abuse African-Americans. As egregious as the facts are in this
case, police officers have gotten away with worse. In December of 2002, two
Louisville police officers shot and killed a handcuffed African-American
man no less than 11 times. Neither of these officers were charged with
murder and they remain employed as Louisville police officers. Too often
the court system and police public relations machine doubly victimize
African-Americans by demonizing the victim and lionizing the police officer
perpetrator.

Even a spin machine, though, would have a difficult time of making sense of
Mattingly's story. According to the accused murderer, Newby and he
struggled. Newby was not trying to flee but moved in a way that, Mattingly
alleges, made Mattingly fear for his life. However, Newby was shot in the
back, not in the chest, as would have had to have been facing if he were
trying to engage or shoot Mattingly. Additionally, Newby did not have a
weapon in his hand when he was shot, calling into question just how
Mattingly thought his life was in jeopardy. The story did not add up and
Mattingly's actions were suspect--and likely criminal.

Being charged with murder is a start; it is not a finish. The protests that
secured a criminal investigation and murder charge against Mattingly have
to continue in order for justice to prevail. Wrong is wrong and criminal
activity should be punished. Shooting someone in the back multiple times is
not self-defense; it is murder. The police did not believe Mattingly's
story and neither should a jury. Mattingly's charge is an important step
toward justice. His conviction is essential to achieving it.

(Judge Greg Mathis is chairman of the Rainbow PUSH-Excel board and a
national board member of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.)
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