Salvadoran Woman Run Over By County Policewoman

Investigation: Cop cleared in woman’s death
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A special prosecutor finds that Albemarle police Sergeant Pamela Greenwood did not violate any laws in the death of pedestrian Jesus Tolentino Dominguez two months ago. She will not face criminal charges.

Fluvanna Commonwealth’s Attorney Jeff Haislip, left, oversaw the investigation that cleared Greenwood, who had been on administrative leave and just returned to work a week ago.

Greenwood was traveling north on Hydraulic Road in a police SUV at 9:50pm June 27 when she struck Dominguez about 50 feet past the intersection of Earlysville Road, Haislip said. Greenwood had slowed at the intersection and was going an estimated 30 to 33 mph when Dominguez, who had already crossed three lanes coming from the Rock Store, stepped into her path.

The vehicle swerved to the right and hit Dominguez with the driver’s side of the car and side mirror. “Her injuries were significant, with numerous lacerations to the liver and numerous broken bones,” Haislip said at a press conference at the Albemarle County police department.

He found that Greenwood was not on a cell phone or radio, but that Dominguez was, and that distraction was a factor in the accident. Witnesses said Dominguez, 62, had been on the phone when she walked over to the Rock Store, and was still talking when she crossed back over.

“She was talking on the cell phone held to her right ear, which obstructed her view,” said Haislip.

Another contributing factor was that Dominguez was wearing black clothing and was not crossing at the intersection, Haislip reported.

After the accident, Greenwood called for assistance and attempted first aid. The camera in the police car comes on only when the blue lights are activated, and it captured Greenwood reporting the accident but not the incident itself.

Dominguez was a native of El Salvador, and it took police a half day to figure out who she was. “We couldn’t positively identify her from her [passport] photo because of her injuries and swelling,” said Trooper Kevin Frazier with the Virginia State Police. Once she was identified from fingerprints, the El Salvadoran embassy was notified, and police contacted her family.

Local churches raised $2,800 to send Dominguez’s body back to El Salvador. Because Albemarle was not found at fault, paying to send her remains home “would not be an appropriate use of public funds,” said police Chief John Miller. He said he has requested donations from a police foundation.
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No criminal charges will be filed against an Albemarle County police sergeant involved in a fatal traffic accident earlier this summer.

On June 27, Albemarle Police Sgt. Pamela Greenwood was on duty when her sport utility vehicle fatally struck Esperanza de Jesus Tolentino on West Rio Road.

The El Salvadoran woman was crossing the four-lane road about 50 feet north of the intersection with Earlysville Road at about 9:50 p.m. when the accident occurred, authorities said.

“All indications are that Sgt. Greenwood was traveling below the speed limit, was not distracted by phone or radio conversation and did nothing to contribute to this tragedy,” Fluvanna County Commonwealth’s Attorney Jeff Haislip said Friday.

Haislip was brought in as a special prosecutor in the case to determine if charges were warranted.

The prosecutor said Tolentino, identified by police as Jesus Tolentino Dominguez, was talking on a cell phone as she crossed the road, and that she was holding the phone on the right side of her face, which would have obstructed her view of oncoming traffic. He also said she was wearing dark clothing, which made her difficult to see.

As she accelerated out of the Earlysville Road intersection, Greenwood was traveling about 30 mph, which is below the posted speed limit, Haislip said.

The officer hit the brakes when Tolentino appeared in her headlights, and tried to swerve to the right, he said.

The SUV’s side-view mirror hit the El Salvadoran woman’s side, causing “multiple lacerations” to her liver and breaking some bones, Haislip said.

Though Greenwood immediately stopped and administered first-aid and CPR, Tolentino died at the scene, according to Trooper Kevin Frazier of the Virginia State Police.

Friends and acquaintances described Tolentino as a dedicated mother who was working locally to send money back to her family in El Salvador.

Her local church, El Casa del Padre, helped raise money to send the body back to family in El Salvador, which was accomplished about two weeks after she died, according to Hazael Garay, whose husband Fernando Garay is pastor there.

“She was a light to everybody,” Garay said of Tolentino. “She was a mother, aunt, grandmother. She was a very motherly person.”

Though the department made no official donations, several Albemarle police officers, including Greenwood, made donations to return Tolentino’s remains to El Salvador, Garay said.

Greenwood returned to patrol duty about two weeks ago, according to Albemarle Police Chief John Miller.

An internal police review of the accident isn’t yet finished. However, Miller said he doesn’t anticipate finding any violations of department policy.

The incident has been hard for Greenwood, he said.

“Any time you take a life it’s something you will always second-guess,” Miller said. “It’s been a very tough road for Pam.”

Garay said the end of the investigation is a relief for Tolentino’s family members in El Salvador, who have been waiting for it to conclude so they can reclaim some of her documentation.

“They are both relieved and sad,” she said.

Garay also said she wasn’t surprised that no criminal charges were filed.

“It was clear through the evidence that they did a thorough job, and it seems clear to me from the evidence that it was an accident,” she said.

Accident victim was saving for home in El Salvador

By Liesel Nowak  / lnowak@dailyprogress.com | 978-7274

June 27, 2007

http://dailyprogress.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=CDP/MGArticle/CDP_BasicArticle&c=MGArticle&cid=1173351800476&path= 

Esperanza de Jesus Tolentino recently saved enough money to buy a house in her native El Salvador and spent Tuesday afternoon celebrating her sixth anniversary of living in the United States.

Tolentino, who worked as a maid, had no family in this country but had many friends. She cleaned houses and offices and often sent money to her children in Central America, according to those who knew her.

Tuesday night, friends say, a police sport utility vehicle struck and killed Tolentino near the intersection of West Rio and Earlysville roads, just across the street from her neighborhood.

Police identified her late Wednesday as Jesus Tolentino Dominguez and said she was 62. Her friends, however, said they knew her by the name Esperanza de Jesus Tolentino.

“She was a really nice lady,” said Iliana Pedilla, who was one of Tolentino’s employers. “You could ask her for money or to cook, she would never ever say no to anybody.”

Virginia State Police are investigating the collision involving Tolentino and the driver of the SUV, 35-year-old Albemarle police Sgt. Pam Greenwood.

According to state police Sgt. David O. Cooper, witnesses saw the victim with a cell phone to her right ear and her other hand near her face when she stepped out onto the road and into the path of Greenwood’s SUV.

“She was talking on a cell phone and started walking across the road and never looked,” Cooper said. “She was distracted by the cell phone and walked into the front driver side of the vehicle.”

Cooper said Greenwood was not responding to a call at the time of the collision and did not appear to be speeding.

Greenwood was driving her assigned vehicle, a 2007 Ford Explorer, and performing her normal duties on the 3:30 p.m. to midnight “evening” shift, according to department spokesman Lt. John Teixeira.

Friend Carlos Teran said Tolentino, an undocumented worker, usually walked to the convenience store known commonly as the “Rock Store” to pick up groceries.

In the small trailer Tolentino shared with two families in the Townwood mobile home park, roommates Petra Chigo Toto and Sara Chigo Belli watched their children as a Spanish program played on the television.

Neither woman speaks English, but they were able to say they were friends with Tolentino. Belli, Toto and their husbands and children shared the mobile home with Tolentino.

Tolentino had saved enough money to buy a house in El Salvador and was planning to return to Central America in a couple of months.

“Everybody is very concerned and very sad for her,” said Teran, a regional manager of the Spanish newspaper Nuevas Raices. “This is so sad because just yesterday, the day she died, she was celebrating in the afternoon, because six years ago she came to the United States.”

Pedilla said Tolentino lived with her family from 2001 to 2005, helping to raise Pedilla’s now 7-year-old son.

Tolentino was religious, and attended Casa del Padre church on East Market Street.

“She used to pray like every single day,” Pedilla said.

Teran said the Spanish-speaking community is coming together through the church to raise money to return Tolentino’s body to El Salvador for burial.

“She was a very nice friend for us in the Spanish community. Many people know her in Charlottesville,” Teran said.

Casa del Padre will hold a memorial service for Tolentino at 7 p.m. Friday.

Greenwood, who has been a police officer for 10 years, has not been subject to any disciplinary action and is taking some time off.

According to Teixeira, she was not injured, but taken to Martha Jefferson Hospital after the collision “as a precaution.”

“She will return to work when we feel she’s ready and when she’s ready,” he said. “This is a tragedy not only for Sgt. Greenwood but for the victim and her family and our prayers go out to her.”

Teixeira wanted to stress the safety record of the county’s police officers, who he said travel almost 2 million miles a year on local roads.

“This is a tragic accident but I think our safety record speaks for itself,” he said.

Cooper said the state police hope to conclude their investigation by Monday.
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The death of Esperanza de Jesus Tolentino, who was struck by an Albemarle County police vehicle, has shocked and saddened many in the local Latino community, prompting some to weigh in on how they believe the police department should respond.

Tolentino was crossing West Rio Road on Tuesday night near the Earlysville Road intersection when she was struck and killed by Sgt. Pam Greenwood, who was driving a police sport utility vehicle. Tolentino’s family has requested that her body be sent back to El Salvador, where she is from, and some say the county should help pay for it.

A Virginia State Police official says investigators don’t believe Greenwood was speeding, and she has not been charged. Tolentino was seen with a cell phone and did not look as she crossed the street, according to state police Sgt. David O. Cooper. A state police investigation may conclude by Monday, officials say.

“We know it was an accident,” said Carlos Teran, a friend who works for the Spanish newspaper Nuevas Raices.

Tolentino recently saved enough money to buy a house in El Salvador, and had spent Tuesday afternoon celebrating her sixth anniversary in the United States. A friend said Friday that she had already packed her bags.

Alberto Ojeda, a prominent member of the Hispanic community, said he believes county police have handled the tragedy well. Greenwood, he said, is known for her compassion and often hangs around soccer games, where she talks to children and those prone to trouble.

“I cannot be 100 percent sure, but what I’ve had the chance to see, they’ve handled it in the right way,” Ojeda said of the police response. There is a negative sentiment among some, he said, but he’s glad the county is handling it routinely.

“The Latino community, we are fighting to be treated equally with everybody else,” said Ojeda, referring to the national debate on immigration. “It should be handled like any other case.”

For Hazael Garay, the county’s response is beside the point. Many have lost a friend, she says, and that’s all that matters.

“For right now, we’re just dealing with the shock,” said Garay, a pastor at Casa del Padre church on East Market Street, where Tolentino attended regularly. Garay said she spoke with Tolentino’s family in El Salvador, and the church is looking to raise funds to send the body back. A service was held for Tolentino on Friday night.

“They just want her home and they’re not interested in anything else,” Garay said. “We realize that accidents do happen.”

Others think the reaction from the community has been muffled because they’re afraid to speak out.

“Everyone that knew Esperanza should join together … and demand justice,” Graciela Ituarte said in Spanish. A neighbor and friend who worked with Tolentino, Ituarte said they had been good friends for the years Ituarte has lived in Charlottesville. They worked together as maids, cleaning offices and houses. Often, Tolentino would cook Ituarte pupusas - thick, handmade stuffed tortillas typical in El Salvador. Her son, Eduardo, said Tolentino was well liked and would always give him a hug when she visited.

Ituarte said through tears that she doesn’t believe anyone wants to talk about the death publicly because they fear deportation.

Several residents interviewed Friday night in Townwood mobile home park, where Tolentino lived, said they did not know her - but Ituarte said she was well known.

Ituarte believes county police should take responsibility for sending the body to El Salvador. Albemarle officials have ruled that out, however, because public funds cannot be used for such a purpose, they said.

The Latino community has dealt with similar tragedies in the past, and it will make sure Tolentino gets home, Ojeda said.

“We do have all the resources ourselves,” he said.
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La semana pasada la comunidad hispana de Charlottesville perdió a uno de sus miembros en un lamentable accidente donde se ha visto envuelto el Departamento de Policía de Albemarle en un auto conducido por la sargento Pamela Greenwood quien resultara lesionada en el accidente, tras atropellar a la señora Esperanza Jesús Tolentino Domínguez, de nacionalidad salvadoreña, quien falleció a causa de traumatismos generalizados como  producto del arrollamiento. La señora Jesús murió en el Hospital de UVA a donde fue trasladada minutos después del accidente.

Resultó muy lamentable el hecho de que autoridades de hospital, a pesar de  los ruegos por  acompañar a la víctima en sus últimos minutos de vida, no permitieran  el ingreso a los pastores de la Iglesia La Casa del Padre quienes querían brindarle una asistencia espiritual y orar por ella en sus últimos minutos de vida. Esto fue, explicaron las autoridades del hospital, porque ellos no eran familiares directos de la paciente, a pesar que se les dijo que la señora no contaba con familiares en la ciudad ni posiblemente en los Estados Unidos.

La señora Esperanza Jesús, estaba caminando a su casa alrededor de las 10 de la noche, y aparentmente no se percató de la cercanía de un vehículo, una camioneta SUV por la cual fue atropellada, conducido por la sargento Pamela Greenwood, quien transitaba por el lugar en el cruce de Hydraulic Rd y la tienda The Rock.  El cuerpo sin vida de la señora Jesús fue trasladado por las autoridades desde UVa a la ciudad de Richmond para la necrocia de ley.

La Familia

Allá en su país natal El Salvador, sus familiares hermana, madre, abuela e hijos esperan que su cuerpo sea enviado a su pais para darle sepultura. Sus hijos Maria Esther Ramírez, Esperanza Zadana, y Héctor Salvador esperan angustiosamente el cuerpo de  su madre. 

Los Costos

Como es bien sabido por todos y muy especialmente por aquellos que han tenido que enviar cuerpos de sus seres queridos a su pais de origen, los costos funerarios, documentación requerida por las autoridades y el traslado aereo son muy elevados por lo que la comunidad hispana y la Iglesia Casa del Padre esperan que se produzcan los donativos suficientes para poder realizar esta gestión lo mas pronto posible. Se requieren unos $ 5000,00 dólares para cumplir con este propósito. Los familiares designaron telefónicamente a la Iglesia Casa del Padre en East Market Street, en representación de los pastores Fernando y Hazael Garay, para recibir estas donaciones. La comunidad hispana espera que el Departamento de Policía del Condado de Almemarle o el propio Condado de Albemarle sea quien se hace cargo de estos gastos, que aunque todos sabemos se trató de un accidente, también sabemos que el Condado tiene los mejores recursos para ayudar a esta familia en estos gastos inesperados que les toca ahora enfrentar.

Las donaciones serán recibidas en  La Casa del Padre de Charlottesville, llamando al teléfono de la Pastora Hazael Garay (434) 989-2508

Servicio con la presencia de la sargento Pamela Greenwood

El viernes 29 de junio a las 7 p.m. se realizó un servicio religioso en la iglesia La Casa del Padre, presidido por el Pastor Fernando Garay y con traducción simultánea por Hazael Garay. 

La comunidad hispana que fue al servicio funeral esa noche no esperaba la asistencia del jefe de la Policia del condado, John Miller, el teniente Texeira y la sargento Pamela Greenwood, autora del accidente que le dio muerte a la señora Jesus Tolentino "Esperanza". Fue al principio una situación un tanto delicada debido al aprecio que la iglesia y la comunidad le tenían a la señora Esperanza Jesús. Los oficiales se sentaron en la primera fila y se dio inicio al servicio.

El pastor Garay resaltó el trabajo y colaboración de la sra. Jesús en la iglesia ya que no solo asistía a la misma sino que era una miembro muy activa y colaboradora. Por su parte, los miembros del comité de trabajo donde  ella prestaba sus servicios voluntarios hablaron acerca de sus cualidades humanas y espirituales.

Se hizo reflexión acerca del perdón de Dios y del perdón de los hombres de buen corazón. Fue así como el pastor Garay se dirigió a la sargento Greenwood y le manifestó que "a pesar de la irreparable pérdida, esta comunidad cristiana e hispana te perdona esperando que con esta acción tu podrás estar más tranquila y menos abatida por este lamentable accidente", fueron sus palabras. La sargento Greenwood y los fociales que la acompañabam, no pudieron contener el llanto.

"Daria lo que no tuviera porque ese accidente no hubiera sucedido", manifestó a los presentes la sargento Greenwood con profunda emoción. Miembros de la comunidad latina abrazaron y lloraron con ella.

Fue un acto de profunda reflexión, ese sentimiento espontáneo, sincero, misericordioso y humano demostrado por una comunidad que ha perdido a uno de sus miembros; una comunidad que no conoce venganzas, que no conoce odios, que no conoce rencores, que tiene un don de gente, una madurez mental y un profundo amor a sus semejantes le dio la acogida, abrazó y lloró con la sargento Greenwood y con los oficiales allí presentes.

Estoy seguro que después de este acto y esta demostración de esa noche los miembros de La Policía del Condado de Albemarle, los miembros de otros departamentos de policías  del estado y del país tendrán que ver a la comunidad hispana con profundo respeto y consideración.

Esperamos que los miembros de la comunidad se hagan solidarios con el luto que hoy envuelve a la familia Tolentino y colaboren para con los gastos de la devolución de su cuerpo a su país, El Salvador. Igualmente esta comunidad espera una respuesta similar del Departamento de Policía del Condado de Albemarle.

Esperanza Jesús Tolentino Domínguez descansa en Paz.

