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Police unions exist to advance the
best interests of their members, even
when officers are accused of wrongdo-
ing. 

But three weeks after an Illinois sher-
iff’s deputy killed Sonya Massey in her
own kitchen with a bullet to the face,
Sean Grayson’s union went the other
way − and experts say the move is sig-
nificant.

The Illinois Fraternal Order of Police,
a chapter of the largest national police
union, announced in a rare move last
week that it was dropping a grievance it
had previously filed for Grayson, a for-
mer Sangamon County sheriff’s deputy
who shot the 36-year-old Black woman
in her Springfield home after she called
911 to report a possible intruder. The
deputy has since been fired and is being
held without bail on murder charges, to
which he pleaded not guilty.

The killing of Massey has sparked
national outcry over police brutality,
coast-to-coast demonstrations and a
federal probe by the Justice Depart-
ment.

Experts say the union’s response to
Massey’s killing is rare, but it shows a
growing attentiveness by police unions
to public sentiment over police shoot-
ings and reflects the egregiousness of
her death. 

“Since 2020 and the murder of
George Floyd, what we’ve seen is, sim-
ply put, more caution and less boldness,
because there’s recognition that there’s
been a shift in public perception of law
enforcement,” Michael Lansing, a pro-
fessor of history at Augsburg University
in Minneapolis who has studied the his-
tory of police unions, told USA TODAY.

Shawn Roselieb of the Illinois Frater-
nal Order of Police Labor Council said
the union initially represented the offi-
cer and tried to get him reinstated,
which is standard union procedure. 

“Our obligations under the collective
bargaining agreement and to our mem-
bers do not take away from the sympa-

thy we feel for the family and loved ones
of Sonya Massey,” Roselieb said in a
statement shared with USA TODAY.
“Our thoughts and prayers are with
them and with all those impacted by
this tragedy.”

It’s “extremely rare” for a police union
to drop a grievance so early on in the
case, according to Jorge Camacho, pol-
icy director for the Justice Collaboratory
at Yale Law School, and a clinical lectur-
er on policing and law.

He attributed the shift to the out-
raged community response to Massey’s
killing and the mountain of evidence
against Grayson, including body camera
footage from the deputy next to him. It’s
more common for unions to drop griev-
ances after an officer is already convict-
ed, since the law often requires that an
officer convicted of a felony be fired,
which would render a grievance moot,
he said.

Body camera footage released by the
department after the killing paints a
shocking and gruesome picture. While
Grayson barked at Massey to put down a
pot of boiling water from another room,
she ducked down and said “I’m sorry.” 

He fired three shots at her, and the
one that killed her entered below her left

Police unions largely derive their
power from political and social influ-
ence, Camacho said, noting their “hard
power” is actually quite limited. They
are legally barred from striking, a defin-
ing capability of most unions, but they
are viewed as the authoritative mouth-
piece of police and public safety experts
and wield great political power from re-
lationships with government officials.

But there has been a shift to taking
community sentiment into account, a
concern that was historically reserved
for police chiefs, mayors or other public
officials who view themselves as being
more directly accountable to the com-
munity. Camacho said the starkly differ-
ent response last week at least reflects a
“heightened sensitivity” to public senti-
ment that has historically been lacking.

“I think now, police unions are realiz-
ing that if you lack public support, then
you will lose politically in the long run
and police unions are really sensitive to
political losses,” Camacho said. “And I
think that they feel that they’ve suffered
a number of political losses over the
years, and they’re wary of inviting more
political losses by fighting a disciplinary
case that they ultimately view as un-
winnable, or if it is winnable, it’s for vir-
tually no gain.”

Unions have become more politically
savvy, Camacho said, and are paying
more attention to addressing communi-
ty grievances. Lansing noted that police
and police unions still have plenty of
public support, but unions are ap-
proaching deadly force cases with more
“caution,” he said.

Camacho predicts that some police
unions at the local level will be “soften-
ing their tone,” especially in cases where
misconduct is less contestable, political
gain of fighting repercussions is minus-
cule and where officers “view them-
selves as politically vulnerable.”

But in cases where the evidence is
less clear, perhaps when there is no
body camera video to test the officer’s
representations of what happened, Ca-
macho said unions may feel less in-
clined to bow to public pressure and will
stick to the officers’ defense, even if mis-
conduct is later proved.
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eye.
Lansing said that body camera foot-

age created a record of Grayson’s ac-
tions “at the core of why the bargaining
unit is backing away from supporting
him.”

The union did not immediately re-
spond to additional requests for com-
ment from USA TODAY.

A police union traditionally backs its
members accused of misconduct when
they are facing disciplinary action. That
became an established pattern in the
1970s and ’80s, according to Lansing,
author of a new book about post-World
War II policing in Minneapolis. 

“Whenever there was a labor dispute,
including over the actions of an officer
and the use of deadly force, we saw po-
lice unions loudly, staunchly defending
those individual officers facing some
kind of discipline or punishment or even
some type of civil lawsuit or criminal
charges,” he said. 

Their obligation is to ensure the best
economic interest of their members. For
a member’s conduct to be so egregious
that it defies the union’s ethics and be-
liefs and prompts the union to abandon
the member is “profoundly unusual,”
Lansing said.

Experts say decision 
to drop defense of
ex-deputy is significant
Minnah Arshad and Jeanine Santucci
USA TODAY

The killing of Sonya Massey in Illinois last month has sparked national outcry and
coast-to-coast demonstrations. EDUARDO MUNOZ/REUTERS FILE 

Massey’s death prompts rare union move

eastern Gulf of Mexico this weekend, it
has the potential to evolve quickly, Ac-
cuWeather said Friday. “While moving
over the warm waters of the eastern
Gulf, the tropical rainstorm could gain
strength quickly since the atmosphere
will be more moist and disruptive
breezes, known as wind shear, will be
low,” said AccuWeather meteorologist
Alex Sosnowski, in an online post.

Another meteorologist, the Univer-
sity of Miami’s Brian McNoldy, said on
his blog Friday, “Due to extremely warm
water temperatures in the northeast
Gulf, the possibility of rapid intensifica-
tion can’t be ignored.”

Rapid intensification is a process in
which a storm undergoes accelerated
growth: The phenomenon is typically
defined to be a tropical cyclone (wheth-
er a tropical storm or hurricane) intensi-
fying by at least 35 mph in a 24-hour pe-
riod.

However, as of Friday afternoon, ac-
cording to the official forecast from the
NHC, the highest wind speed the storm
was forecast to attain is 65 mph, still be-
low the 74 mph needed to achieve hurri-
cane status.

At some point, the storm is expected
move inland and reemerge along the At-
lantic Coast to begin a slow crawl along
the Georgia and Carolina coastlines
early this week.

U.S. forecasters expect a large num-
ber of Atlantic hurricanes to form in the
2024 season, which began June 1, with
four to seven major hurricanes forming
out of 25 named storms. That is more
than the record-breaking 2005 season
that spawned hurricanes Katrina and
Rita.

Only one hurricane, Beryl, has
formed in the Atlantic so far this year.
The earliest Category 5 storm on record,
it ravaged the Caribbean and Mexico’s
Yucatan Peninsula before rolling up the
Gulf Coast of Texas as a Category 1
storm, with winds up to 95 mph.

Even if the current system does not
strengthen into a tropical storm, it will
bring as much as a foot of rain to parts of
Florida, Rome said.

“People often use wind speed as a
proxy for how dangerous a system is,”
Rome said. “But this is a classic case to
not do that. The rain rate, it comes down
so quickly, makes it dangerous.”

Florida faces a “broad, sloppy”
weather system that could become a
tropical storm this weekend, dumping
up to a foot of rain and bringing winds of
over 70 mph, forecasters say, as a likely
heavy Atlantic hurricane season revs
up. 

A tropical storm warning was in ef-
fect for extreme southern Florida and
stretching as far north as the Fort Myers
area, which was crushed by Hurricane
Ian in 2022, and the storm was expected
to hit the peninsular state’s west coast
by Saturday night.

Powerful ocean surges are forecast
for Bonita Beach northward to Tampa
Bay, according to the National Hurri-
cane Center. Those surges could send
powerful sea waves further inland than
normal, damaging structures and
threatening anyone in their path.

Gov. Ron DeSantis declared a state of
emergency for most of state’s cities and
counties in anticipation of what could
be the first major storm of the hurricane
season in the region, with the potential
to cause weekslong river flooding, the
Pensacola News Journal reported.

“It’s over Cuba right now,” NHC Dep-
uty Director Jamie Rome said in an in-
terview on Friday. “We are anticipating
it to turn into a tropical storm over the
weekend. Right now it’s a broad, sloppy
system, but we expect it to become more
organized when it’s back over Gulf wa-
ters.”

If the storm swells into a tropical
storm – with winds between 39 mph
and 73 mph – it will be named Debby. 

“Keep in mind the tropical cyclone
will be strengthening as it moves north,
so the farther north it gets before land-
fall, the better of a shot that it has to at-
tain hurricane status,” the National
Weather Service in Tallahassee, Florida,
said on Friday.

Rapid intensification possible

As the system moves through the

That “may result in flash and urban
flooding across portions of Florida and
the Southeast this weekend through
Wednesday morning,” the NHC said Fri-
day. Isolated river flooding will also be
possible.

Rome said it is too soon to say exactly
when or where the storm might make
landfall this weekend.

Tropical storm watches and warn-
ings have been issued for the Florida
Keys and the Gulf Coast. Key West May-
or Teri Johnston said his tiny island
community was “well prepared but not
worried” about the storm.

“Everyone’s on it, everyone knows
what to do. Load up on three to seven
days’ of supplies and water, batteries,
remove all potential projectiles from the
yard,” she said. “We’re ready.”

The storm is expected to follow a sim-
ilar track as the deadly 2022 Hurricane
Ian, which killed at least 103 in Florida
and did billions of dollars in damage as
it made its way along the Gulf Coast.
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Fla. in path of possible tropical storm
Powerful ocean surges
forecast across Gulf Coast
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Mike Trimm of Ocala loads up bags with sand as Florida residents prepare for a storm Saturday.
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