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The upcoming anniversary of Daniel Prude’s death
after a 2020 encounter with Rochester police has
prompted a renewed push for legislation to change how
New Yorkers in the throes of a mental health or sub-
stance abuse crisis are treated.

Lawmakers proposed a bill named for Prude in 2021
that would shift the response to those emergencies

from police officers to teams of emergen-
cy medical workers and trained peers.
The proposal has remained in committee
without a vote in Albany for three legis-
lative sessions and is pending again in
its fourth year.

This week, supporters of Daniel’s Law
are staging a series of rallies, vigils and

public talks to urge state lawmakers and Gov. Kathy
Hochul to enact the bill and include funding for a pilot
program in the state budget now under negotiation.
Those events include a vigil at 6 p.m. on Saturday at the 

The amphitheater in Rochester’s Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Park was renamed “Daniel Prude Square.”
Prude died after a 2020 encounter with Rochester police, prompting a push for legislation on how to respond
to mental health and substance abuse crises. TINA MACINTYRE-YEE /ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

Momentum in Albany
builds for Daniel’s Law
Bill seeks to shift crisis response
away from police to special teams

Chris McKenna
New York State Team | USA TODAY NETWORK

Prude

See PRUDE, Page 7A

During a news conference at City
Hall on Thursday morning, Rochester
Mayor Malik Evans identified the indi-
vidual recovered from the Highland
Park reservoir on Tuesday as a 29-
year-old Rochester man, who had

been reported miss-
ing by his family last
month. 

Rochester police
have classified the
incident as an acci-
dental death. The
Democrat and
Chronicle has decid-
ed not to disclose the
man’s name.

Evans said the
man climbed over the

tall spiked fence surrounding the res-
ervoir early in the morning on Feb. 24.
Around 6:30 a.m. that same morning,
the man slid down the side of the res-
ervoir into the water and died, Evans
said. No one witnessed the man climb-
ing over the fence or entering the wa-
ter, Evans said, noting that “it does not
appear there was any criminal element
to this investigation.”

The man was last seen on Feb. 18, 

Body in
reservoir
was there
for weeks 
29-year-old man ID’d,
death ruled accident

Victoria E. Freile
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

See BODY ID’D, Page 7A

Inside
Did body in
Rochester
reservoir for
nearly a
month pose
health risks to
residents? 6A

The families of those murdered in the
racist mass shooting in Buffalo in 2022
can continue with their lawsuits against
social media companies that they con-
tend helped fuel the killer’s racist hate.

A judge this week refused to dismiss
the lawsuits against the social media
companies, including Meta (Facebook),
4Chan, Reddit and YouTube. The social
media companies had sought the dis-
missal. Payton Gendron, who fatally
shot 10 Black people at a Buffalo Tops
supermarket in May 2022, was partly
driven by his belief in what is known as
the “white replacement theory,” Erie
County-based state Supreme Court Jus-
tice Paula Feroleto noted in her decision. 

That racist-based theory contends

that there is an orchestrated and coor-
dinated push to “replace” white people
and rid them of political or societal in-
fluence. In her ruling, Feroleto said that
there is no question Gendron was
moved by the theory; he said so himself
in an online screed before the mass
murders.

The families of the victims maintain
that Gendron discovered the concept on
postings in the social media universe,
found like-minded racists, then set out
on his murderous mission. The social

media networks have done nothing to
monitor and address content of the sort,
the lawsuits contend.

The lawsuits allege that “Gendron
became aware of this (replacement)
concept from information and posts on
defendants’ platforms,” Feroleto wrote.
The social media companies, mean-
while, said that they were simple 
“third-party” hosts to the content and,
under the law, would be immune from 

Buffalo shooting claims against social media advance
Judge won’t halt lawsuits
over radicalizing content

Gary Craig
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

See BUFFALO, Page 7A
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amphitheater in Roches-
ter’s Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. Memorial Park,
which was renamed
“Daniel Prude Square.”

That final vigil in the
weeklong campaign will
take place four years to
the day after Prude’s
death at age 41.

What are the bill’s
chances of passing?

The bill’s supporters
are optimistic this year
because both the Senate
and Assembly have pro-
posed budgeting $2 mil-
lion for a pilot program
testing the sort of emer-
gency response outlined
in Daniel’s Law.

“Prioritizing compas-
sion over criminalization
means healthier, safer
communities,” Sen. Sam-
ra Brouk, a Rochester
Democrat who sponsored

the bill, said in a post on X
celebrating the potential
funding.

In an interview on
Tuesday, Brouk said the
funds “would be a really
big step forward” for the
broader legislative push,
following last year’s cre-
ation of a state task force
tied to the pending bill.
She said the $2 million
could be used to support
emergency response
teams in multiple areas of
New York, including
some that already follow
the model and de-escala-
tion principles outlined in
her bill. The pilot’s goal is
to test how well those
systems work and there-
by “accelerate the work of
the task force,” so Dan-
iel’s Law can be enacted,
Brouk said.

What happened in
2020?

Prude was behaving
erratically when his
brother called 911 early
one morning in March

2020. Officers found him
walking naked in the
street and placed a “spit
hood” over his head after
he spat, holding his cov-
ered face to the ground
for more than two min-
utes until he stopped
breathing. Prude died a
week later at Strong Me-
morial Hospital after be-
ing taken off life support.

The Monroe County
medical examiner later
determined he had died
from complications from
asphyxia and ruled his

death a homicide. Toxi-
cology tests found a low
level of the drug PCP –
also known as angel dust
– in his blood.

Protests over Prude’s
death erupted after police
body-cam videos of his
arrest were released in
September 2020, nearly
five months afterward.
That outrage came in the
wake of the police killing
of George Floyd in Minne-
apolis and in the midst of
nationwide protests over
Floyd’s death, adding

Prude’s case to the push
for police reforms and ra-
cial justice. Anger over
Prude’s death and the
city’s attempt to conceal
it lingered long afterward,
leading to the firing of Po-
lice Chief La’Ron Single-
tary and contributing to
the ouster of Mayor Love-
ly Warren. In 2022, Roch-

ester agreed to pay
Prude’s family $12 million
to settle a wrongful-
death lawsuit against the
city.

Chris McKenna covers
government and politics
for The Journal News and
USA Today Network.
Reach him at cmcken-
na@gannett.com.

Prude
Continued from Page 1A

and was reported missing
by his family the follow-
ing week, according to
Rochester police, who is-
sued a missing person
alert to the media in early
March. The man’s family
has been searching for
him since mid-February,
authorities said.

“This obviously calls
into question how could
he have not been detect-
ed in the reservoir being
there that long,” Evans
said. “This is a question
all of us are asking, me in
particular.”

City of Rochester Wa-
ter Bureau employees
spotted the man’s body in
the water around 8 a.m.
Tuesday, as they com-
pleted their daily morn-
ing check of the reservoir.
His body was spotted

“well below the surface”
and up against the inlet
structure in the shadows
of the north side of the 15-
foot deep reservoir, Evans
said.

The reservoir is
fenced. There are also
cameras – some with
heat and motion sensors
– around the perimeter.
Security and Water Bu-
reau employees patrol the
area.

“And yet we did not
know that [the man] had
gotten into the area or
that he had entered the
water,” Evans said. 

Evans said city offi-
cials are now working to
address any gaps in secu-
rity to ensure no one can
again physically breach
the reservoir’s perimeter.

“I’m very concerned
that someone was able to
breach that water sys-
tem,” Evans said. “No one
should be able to get into
the reservoir.”

The discovery of the
body sparked a boil water
advisory in parts of the
city and caused the Roch-
ester City School District

to cancel classes
Wednesday. The boil wa-
ter notice was lifted early
Thursday morning.

Evans said that the

City Water Bureau regu-
larly tests for e.coli and
coliform in the city’s wa-
ter supply (at least five
times each week) to en-

sure that the water is safe
for consumption. No data
collected in the past few
months indicated any is-
sues in the water supply,
Evans said.

The Highland Park
reservoir is one of three
reservoirs within city
limits, said City of Roch-
ester’s commissioner of
environmental services
Richard Perrin. In total,
the reservoirs hold about
150 million gallons of us-
able water. Of that, about
18 million gallons is at
Highland, he said.

The Highland Park
reservoir will not be used
again until it is drained
and cleaned, which is ex-
pected to take roughly
eight weeks, he said. Ev-
ans said city Water Bu-
reau employees have
started to drain the reser-
voir. For more detailed in-
formation, visit www
.CityofRochester.gov/
boilwater. 

Body ID’d
Continued from Page 1A

A dead body was found in the Highland Park Reservoir. Rochester police are at
the western end of the reservoir investigating. TINA MACINTYRE-YEE/DEMOCRAT AND

CHRONICLE

liability.
As the judge noted in

her decision, the lawsuits
counter that the social
media platforms “are so-
phisticated products de-
signed to be addictive to
young users and they
specifically directed Gen-
dron to further platforms
or postings that indoctri-
nated him with ‘white re-
placement theory.’ “

With a request for dis-
missal, the legal burden is
with the defendants.
They have to convince the
judge that the lawsuits do
not contain factual in-
stances worthy of con-
sideration by a jury. Fero-
leto decided in her ruling
that there are clearly sub-
stantial allegations that

can continue to advance
with the lawsuits.

The judge also sided
against the social media
companies with other
more arcane legal claims

that they said required
dismissal, such as claims
that they were not legally
liable under past product
liability precedents.

Gendron drove 200-

plus miles from his
Southern Tier home for
the murders, targeting a
largely Black neighbor-
hood in Buffalo. He had
also considered one in
Rochester.

Gendron admitted to
the murders and his rac-
ist animus in a plea in
state court in exchange
for a sentence of life with-
out parole. The Depart-
ment of Justice rebuffed a
similar offer from Gen-
dron’s attorneys and is
seeking the death penalty
in a federal prosecution.

John Elmore, an attor-

ney for some of the fam-
ilies with lawsuits, earlier
told the Democrat and
Chronicle that Gendron
was “not the only person
responsible for what hap-
pened.

“He was radicalized
into becoming a mass
shooter with racial su-
premacy motives,” El-
more said.

The nonprofit Free
Press organization,
which monitors media
content and pushes for
openness, lauded the
judge’s ruling. 

While the organization

said it recognizes the
First Amendment rights
of the social media com-
panies, it also believes
“that tech companies can
and should be held liable
when they knowingly
continue to distribute
content and have knowl-
edge of the harms it
causes,” Free Press said in
a statement.

“This case is an oppor-
tunity to test how we can
hold platforms account-
able for the role they play
in inciting violence,” the
statement read.

The victims of the
mass shooting included a
church deacon, the gro-
cery store’s guard, a
neighborhood activist, a
man shopping for a birth-
day cake, a grandmother
of nine and the mother of
a former Buffalo fire com-
missioner. Three others
were wounded.

Buffalo
Continued from Page 1A

People gather near the memorial at Tops Friendly
Market on Jefferson Ave. in Buffalo in May 2022 to
pray and have a moment of silence for the people
who were killed May 14 in a racially motivated
shooting TINA MACINTYRE-YEE/ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND

CHRONICLE

The lawsuits counter that the social media
platforms “are sophisticated products designed to
be addictive to young users and they specifically
directed Gendron to further platforms or postings
that indoctrinated him with ‘white replacement
theory.” 

Paula Feroleto New York Supreme Court justice


