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California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 

Crisis Response Team Negotiation Element 

By Tim Dolan 

 

The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) operates all 

of California’s adult prisons and juvenile facilities, oversees a variety of community 

correctional facilities and supervises all adult and juvenile parolees during their reentry 

into society. 

 

California has 33 adult prisons and eight juvenile facilities ranging from minimum 

to maximum security custody. In addition, there are more than 40 minimum custody 

camps where adult inmates and juvenile wards are trained as firefighters and provide 

community service. Twelve community correctional facilities in the state, as well as 

several out-of-state private facilities, also house inmates. More than 200 parole units and 

offices at nearly 100 locations serve adult and juvenile parolees. This is in addition to 19 

reentry centers and two restitution facilities that are operated by public or private 

agencies under CDCR contract. All total, the CDCR supervises over 317,000 

inmates/parolees. 

In 1982, the CDCR recognized the need for and formed specialized teams to 

handle major disturbances, large-scale riots and hostage situations. These teams consisted 

of a tactical element (Special Emergency Response Team, SERT) and negotiation 

element (Negotiation Management Team, NMT) at each of the 33 institutions. 
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In 2003, the SERT and NMT were consolidated into 19 Crisis Response Teams 

(CRT) consisting of 22 tactical operators, five negotiators and one commander each, 

totaling 424 tactical operators, 97 negotiators and 19 commanders. Due to its remoteness, 

Pelican Bay State Prison’s team was increased to 28 tactical operators, seven negotiators 

and one commander.  

 

The team 

The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation CRT’s 97 part-time 

volunteer and two full-time negotiators are spread between 19 teams and one training 

element throughout the state. Team size was objectively established based upon the 
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minimum number of personnel resources required to respond to a minimum identified 

mission using contemporary tactical and negotiation procedures. This minimum 

identified mission was defined as resolution of a hostage situation that includes one 

hostage and one hostage-taker. The number determined to meet this criteria was five 

negotiators. Negotiators have institutional resources available should the need arise.  

Each team is set up in the following configuration: Primary, Secondary, 

Operations 1 (internal intelligence), Operations 2 (external intelligence) and Leader. 

Negotiators are trained to be able to perform any position on the team. Negotiators can be 

any rank from officer to captain and even non-peace officer. Furthermore, the leader does 

not have to be the highest ranking individual and is chosen by the warden(s) and CRT 

commander.  

 

 

Training 

Each CRT negotiator must attend and pass a 12-day, 120-hour-plus course 

consisting of evaluation in three areas: classwork, practical application and 

participation/teamwork. Upon arrival, negotiators are given a pass/fail entrance exam 

taken from a pre-course study guide; failure to attain 85 percent results in removal from 

the course. During the course there are 13 subject-specific quizzes and a final exam. Each 

quiz or exam must also be passed with 85 percent; failure to attain this minimum score 

requires the negotiator to remediate and re-test in the morning. Failure to pass the re-test 

will also result in removal from the course. Scores are accepted only from the first 
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attempt at an exam or quiz, and each negotiator must maintain an overall aggregate score 

of 85 percent to pass. 

This course contains approximately 40 hours of practical application per 

negotiator and concludes with a 3-day, 72-hour scenario. Negotiators are divided into 

four five-person teams which are paired together to handle two mirrored scenarios. 

During this scenario negotiators are evaluated and scored in all five team positions. 

Negotiators must maintain an 85 percent in the practical application portion to graduate. 

In addition to the course described above, negotiators also attend a 3-day interview 

and interrogation course and are encouraged to attend seminars and updates as they 

become available. 

Teams are allotted and required to train 10 hours a month and must follow an 

Annual Training Plan (ATP). The ATP consists of core competency courses and 

quarterly training with the tactical element. Training days involve lesson plan reviews, 

equipment familiarization, practical applications and rotations through all positions in 

scenario training.  

 

Activation 

When an incident occurs that meets the criteria for activation, the incident 

commander has the authority to activate the CRT. This activation is normally facilitated 

using an all-call pager system or contacting the CRTC.  

When the institution CRT is activated, a neighboring team is also activated and a 

third team is placed on standby. Upon arrival, the CRT will replace or augment the 
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response units on the inner perimeter and a Tactical Command Post (TCP) is set up as a 

central repository for all intelligence. Since the institution is locked down, resources are 

free to assist with the incident. These resources assist with intelligence gathering, outer 

perimeter, public information, medical, media control, etc.  

In case of a protracted incident, the department has the ability to call on other 

teams. 

 

Significant incidents 

April 2000. A male inmate at the California Medical Facility (CMF) telephoned 

the watch commander and stated that he was holding a female employee hostage in the 

print shop. The inmate identified himself as Catanzarite (serving 50 years for sex crimes), 

made a specific demand of wanting to “make a statement,” said he had no intention of 

hurting the hostage, gave the extension where he could be reached and then hung up. The 

watch commander immediately reestablished communication with Catanzarite, who 

reiterated his previous statement. 

While Catanzarite and the watch commander were speaking, an officer 

approached the print shop door and found it to be secured from the inside. Catanzarite 

informed the officer he was holding a hostage and showed him the bound female 

employee. Catanzarite produced an aerosol can and sprayed it over an ignited cigarette 

lighter, producing a flame, and verbalized the seriousness of his demands. The officer 

activated his alarm to summon additional staff. 
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When additional staff arrived and found the door to be locked, chained and 

barricaded with machinery from inside the print shop, they broke out the door window. 

This enraged Catanzarite and he threatened to burn the hostage with the flammable 

aerosol. The officers also noticed the floor seemed to have liquid on it that may have 

been flammable. The officers backed off and established a perimeter.  

One of the first responders was a negotiator who began face-to-face dialogue with 

Catanzarite through the broken window. During the dialogue, the subject stated that he 

wanted to make three phone calls and did not want the media to find out what was going 

on. It was decided to send in a phone that could be shut off at any time to allow 

Catanzarite to make those calls. 

Prior to the phone being sent in, the negotiator informed Catanzarite that the phone 

had a cord that might be damaged by the broken glass, and she asked him if she could 

remove the glass. Catanzarite agreed, so she began removing the loose glass from the 

window while they talked. This action would prove beneficial and come into play later. 

Catanzarite made one phone call to his mother and was waiting for his daughter 

and wife to get home from school before the other calls were made. In between the calls 

the phone was shut off. It was speculated that the three phone calls may have been to say 

goodbye prior to a murder-suicide. 

During conversations with Catanzarite, the negotiator asked if she could have a 

chair brought to her so she could kneel on it while they talked. She told him that she was 

old and sore and needed the chair. The subject agreed and a chair was placed against the 

door under the window for her to kneel on. 
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As the negotiation progressed, Catanzarite’s intentions became clear and his 

demeanor began to change for the worse. Negotiators informed the tactical team of the 

possibility of flammable liquids on the floor and warned them against using firearms.  

Catanzarite asked that a box of personal items from his cell and a note be given to 

his daughter. It was getting near the time when the wife and daughter would be home 

from school and Catanzarite expected to be allowed to talk with them. It was decided that 

an assault would be made just prior to that time. While talking with Catanzarite, the 

negotiator stood up from the chair, signaling the tactical team to enter. The tactical team 

used the chair to climb through the window. The team rescued the hostage and took 

Catanzarite into custody before he could ignite the room. The incident lasted 

approximately two hours and forty minutes. 

The hostage was taken to a local hospital for evaluation. During the ride to the 

hospital it was learned that there was a second inmate involved in the initial hostage-

taking who had left before the first officer arrived. That inmate was subsequently found 

and taken into custody.  

The following observations and recommendations were made during the post-

incident debriefing: 

• Be prepared to set up a tactical assault. 

• Be prepared for face-to-face negotiation, but avoid it if possible. 

• Do not stop the intelligence process, even when the incident seems to be over. 

• Be prepared to deal with the hostage being someone you know. 
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May 6, 2006. An incident at the California State Prison-Sacramento began at 7:10 

a.m. when an inmate (serving 26 years for robbery and three counts of false 

imprisonment) used a 6-inch “stabbing instrument” to overtake a female officer in the 

prison dining room. 

The inmate took the officer to an office located in the dining room. The location 

was made from reinforced cement with one inward-opening door, which was easily 

barricaded, and had no windows. Responding staff included a probationary negotiator 

who began communications with the inmate through the dining room door. With the help 

of the officer/hostage, the negotiator was able to calm the situation. 

After a period of time, the probationary negotiator was able to transition to a more 

experienced negotiator and away from voice-to-voice negotiations to phone negotiations. 

This more experienced negotiator had graduated from the introductory course just two 

months prior. After more than ten hours of negotiations, the inmate surrendered and 

released the hostage. (Further details are unavailable as the case goes into litigation.)  

 

Conclusion 

The CRT mission is to respond to situations deemed high risk and/or that require 

specialized training, expertise and equipment that exceed the training and capability of 

regular line staff. A non-violent resolution is the ultimate goal. To achieve our mission, 

we are comprised of specially selected, trained and equipped personnel with expertise in 

tactical resolution, assault tactics, special weapons, selective marksmanship, negotiations 
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skills, crisis intervention and hostage rescue skills. We will support our departmental 

goals and objectives by and through continuous training. 

 

About the author 

Lieutenant Tim Dolan is a 22-year veteran of the California Department of Corrections 

and Rehabilitation and is currently assigned to the Office of Correctional Safety’s Emergency 

Operations Unit. He coordinates and oversees all training and evaluations for the CDCR 

negotiators.  

 

This article was originally published in the Summer 2009 issue of the Crisis 

Negotiator, an official publication of the National Tactical Officers Association 

(www.ntoa.org) and is reprinted with their permission. 

 


