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Victim cries foul in crash probe

"87 aceident surfaced in D.A. election campaign

By Ann W. O'Neill
Mercury News Staff Writer

There was a time when Sandra
Larsen thought that being hurt in
an accident caused by the Santa
Cruz County district attorney
would work in her favor.

“It means he has insurance,
right?” she asked the police officer
who followed her to the emergency
room.

Now, Larsen feels victimized by
an investigation she says favored
the man who hit her, District-At-
torney Art Danner.
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Police officials deny the allega-
tions of favoritism but do acknowl-
edge that they handled the acci-
dent investigation differently be-
cause it involved a public official.
They say it made them investigate
the accident more thoroughly than
usual. The investigating officer
said he was aware from the begin-
ning that his actions would be
closely scrutinized.

Danner — and investigating offi-
cer Kenneth L. Black — agree that
the prosecutor never asked for any
special treatment. He was given

tion.
Danner said :a a court deposition

that he decided not to contest the :

ticket because he wanted to avoid

T t, Santa Cruz

e , circulated an “open letter”
that questioned whether Danner
had received favored treatment
from police bocause of the office
he holds. Dunner, who called
s letter “a smear tactic,” was

him on that t. But Danner add-
ed that he with Black’s
decision to tst Larsen's sobriety.

» “] did not think she was drivin
under influence,” Danner said. “I
didn’t think she should be given a
test . .. Am i responsible for what
the police t does? What
youneedtodohaskwhattheydld
and why they did it. It's not fair to
saddle me with that.”

Basset denied that favoritism

and paid a citation for failure to
yield the right of way.

But Larsen, a 30-year-old mas-
sage therapist, said, “It was a very
thorough investigation. They inves-
tigated me.”

Black said he gave Danner and
Larsen equal scrutiny.

“If there is any hint on anytody’s
part that there was some collision,
some coverup, or any impropriety
in this investigation, then the per-
son making that statement or sug-
gesting that obviously doe; not
know me,” Black said.

played a role in his officers’ han-
dling of the investigation.

“If Art was on the gurney and
they smelled the alcohol on his
breath, he would have had axn alco-
hol test, too,” Bassett said. “The
reason I'm positive about that is
they would have asked me what to
do, snd | would have said, ‘Test

e

However, Bassett could not ex-
plain why the investigating offi-
cers sinelled alcohol on Larsen —
who had a single beer 2% hours
earlier — and not on Danner, who
had two drinks during the hour
before the accident.

“Some drinks don’t show up on
the breath as readily,” Bassett
said.

The report also notes that Black
and two other officers saw no evi-
dence at the accident scene that
Danner had been drinking. A ser-
geant who gave Danner a ride
home, “stated that he was particu-
larly sensitive to the possible pres-
ence of alcohol, but that he did not
notice any symptomatology or the

He added that he resented those
insinuations.

Danner’s Insurance company
paid the vehicle claims. But, be-
cause Larsen had been recov
from a work-related back injury,
the insurance c disputed

broke four teeth and suffered a

concussion and nerve damage in‘ ¥

the June 9, 1987, crash in front of
the county courthouse. Her suit ai-

ering leged that Danner was negligent

lt')r tkirl‘ving under the influence of

Ll g Ld
about $13,000 in medical bills.
Larsen filed a civil lawsuit
against Danner in 1988 — and last
week an arbitrator awarded her
$22,500. She says the award won't
cover her medical bills once she
pays her lawyers. She is consider-
ing an appeal before a Superior
Court jury.
In the suit, Larsen contended
that she aggravated a slipped disc,

iased, victim says

incication of any alcohol on Dan-
ne’s part,” according to Black’s
1¢ page report.

‘There are a number of inaccura-
ci¢s in the report, Larsen contends.
The most glaring is the allegation
thit she hit Danner’s car broad-
sice. A diagram attached to the
reort shows the accident was a
front-end fender-bender that oc-
cured when Danner attempted to
. tun left into oncoming tral‘;lc.

‘he says she never set out to
betome a campaign issue or take
on| the county district attorney.
“I'tm sure he’s probably a very nice
m:n. He made a mistake. But I'm
th: one who's got to take all the.
loises because everybody’s pro-
tecting him.”

She added, “I feel like a real
piwn in the whole thing. I just
want to pay my bills and get on
with my life . . . It's sad to me that
p'iblic officials aren’t held account-
alile in the same way ordinary peo-
pie are. It’s been stacked all along
8/ ainst me.”

Interviews and court records
show that Larsen passed a field
sobriety test as she lay on a gurney
in a hospital emergency room.
Still, police demanded a sample of
her blood, which was analyzed in
elaborate tests that failed to turn
up even the most minute trace of
alcohol or drugs.

But Danner’s sobriety was never

See CRASH, Page 2B
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District Attorney Art Danne:
... Cited in crash



