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I. INTRODUCTION

On January 31, 2008, the City of Federal Way (City) discharged
Police Officer Robert “Bud” Piel (“Piel”) for the second time. CP 1066-
72. The decision to discharge Piel was made by then police chief, now the
chief of staff of Federal Way, Brian Wilson (“Chief Wilson). The
asserted grounds were that Chief Wilson had sustained allegations of
workplace violence and/or dishonesty against Piel. Id. However, unlike
the termination letter, Chief Wilson’s testimony at trial, showed, the
sanction - termination - was only based upon Piel’s alleged “dishonesty”
in answering questions during the investigation. RP 10/15/14; v4:126.!

Piel’s second termination occurred immediately after Piel was
ordered reinstated by an Arbitrator after what was called the
“Otto/Stonebrenner” and firefighter incidents. CP__, Ex 31.2 The
arbitration was contentious. Chief Wilson and his brother Commander
Greg Wilson’s actions, and the nepotism between them, were sharply

challenged by Piel. Piel tried to argue this caused Chief Wilson, who

knew of Piel’s charges, RP 10/16/14; v5:129, to have bias against him due

! The City stated that to terminate Piel they had to have “just cause” defined by the City
as “a fair and honest reason” based upon “facts that are (a) supported by substantial
evidence; (b) are reasonably believed by the Appointed Authority to be true, and (¢) are
not for any arbitrary or capricious or illegal reason.” CP___ , Ex 13.

2 Mr. Piel has filed a Supplemental Designation of Clerk’s Papers, which contain Exhibits
admitted during trial, which were not included in the first designation of Clerk’s Papers.
The exhibits has been referenced.



to his protected activity in challenging his dismissal. RP 10/15/14,
v4:108-111, RP 10/17/14, v6:187-88. The City’s first attempted
termination occurred after Piel lead the organization of a union of
lieutenants at the Federal Way Police Department (“FWPD”). Piel argued
this had caused animus towards him.?

On his third day back at work after being reinstated, Piel was
accused by a jail service worker, Jason Wilson, of having made a present
tense threat to “murder” people in the FWPD the preceding day. Piel was
further said to have made “offensive” comments to two female officers.
An investigation was opened, and assigned to Commander Arbuthnot.
Arbuthnot interviewed all witness, finally interviewing Piel a month after
the events. Piel denied threatening to “murder” anyone, and offered to
take a polygraph. Arbuthnot agreed, and gave Piel a list of his questions
for the polygraph examiner. The union representative at the interview,
Keith Pon, raised no issues. The polygraph — by an examiner used by the
FWPD - found Piel’s answers to be not deceptive. Piel sent it to
Arbuthnot.

At this point, Piel argues, the investigation radically deviated from

prior practice. Chief Wilson removed Arbuthnot from the investigation,

3 As discussed below, although the arbitrator did not reach these claims in his decision
reinstating Piel, CP___, Ex 31, as he need not do to, the trial court repeatedly prohibited
Piel raising any arguments he had raised in any way, even in passing without actually
litigating them, in the earlier arbitration.



purportedly on the grounds that the polygraph had “tainted” his
investigation. The City claimed the Union would not agree to its use.* Piel
was prohibited by the trial court from showing this claim was
demonstrably false, and that Arbuthnot’s removal by Chief Wilson was
pretext, given - Piel would have argued - that Arbuthnot told Piel that he
was going to be cleared on 4 of the 5 charges.

Arbuthnot sidelined, Chief Wilson hired an “outside investigator”
Amy Stephson to be his fact finder. Stephson had no law enforcement
experience, and perhaps by design, was never told about the FWPD’s
well-established requirement for a finding of dishonesty — there had to be
“intent to deceive” — nor was she provided guidance on what constituted
“work place violence” which in prior cases had required a finding of
“intent to harm” and an identified victim.’

Even without this information, and without being allowed to
consider the polygraph as to Piel’s state of mind by Chief Wilson,
Stephson recognized that Piel’s mental state was key, finding:

“Piel could credibly be unable to recall making one of many

negative comments. This could be true even regarding the murder
comment, which he said in passing without particular emphasis....

4 As discussed below beginning at p. 21, the trial court improperly prohibited
discussion of this polygraph, and the impact it had on Piel’s state of mind and then,
allowed the City to sanitize the record and wrongly blame Piel for Arbuthnot’s removal.

5 As discussed below, Piel’s efforts to show what the actual standards were, and how they
had been applied in prior cases, to show what Stepson had not considered, and that Piel
was treated differently, were repeatedly stymied by the trial court.



All of this suggest that given his mental state at the time, Piel may
not have been quite aware of what he was saying at the briefing.
Therefore, he could have failed in good faith to recall most of it.”

CP__ ,Ex 11. Not told that “intent to deceive” was needed, Stephson
made no such findings. Nor would a finding of intent have been
compatible with the above conclusions.® Instead, Stephson stated that the
distinctions between Piel denying he had made the statement in question
and saying he “can’t recall” was “insignificant.” However, she concluded,
since Piel was a police officer, “the City could reasonably determine that
his flat denial did constitute dishonesty and untruthfulness.” CP___, Ex
11.7 Based upon this leap of logic — which falls apart when one considers
that Piel agreed to take and passed a polygraph — Piel was terminated.®
Stephson was a lawyer with no mental health training. Yet, rather
than a “fitness for duty” evaluation by a trained professional, as was
usually done, CP 1072, RP 10/16/14, v5:79-80, Commander McAllister,
who admitted “I’m not an expert” in work place violence, went to the web,

and found a list of 68 “warning signs” of possible workplace violence. Ex

6 Stephson admitted she had no idea what “intent” was required to find dishonesty; she
believed it meant “intended to say something” verses being under duress. RP 10/20/14,
v7:131-32.

7 Stephson had no training on how police were supposed to answer questions, and
consulted no articles or other sources, she simply made it up. RPv7:106

8 When Chief Wilson was asked if he agreed with this leap of logic — upon which he had
terminated Piel - he said “I don’t know if | agree with her or not” RR 10/15/14, v4:219.
When Piel tried to inquire further, the trial court improperly cut him off. /d. at 220.



20°. As she testified; only one “making derogatory comments” applied to
Piel. RP 10/20/14, v7:144. The web-site said a single sign could be “high
levels of stress” and outside professional assistance should be sought.
CP___, Ex 20. Based upon this evidence, McAllister “recommended” that
Chief Wilson fire Piel. Piel requested the Chief Wilson recuse himself
because Piel had filed four complaints against him for his conduct, and
because the unionizing was directed in large part at Wilson. RP 10/17/14,
v6:205.!° Wilson terminated Piel.

Despite the trial court excluding the vast majority of Piel’s
evidence, repeatedly commenting on the evidence before the Jury, and
repeatedly interfering in Piel’s presentation of the evidence (which

cumulatively and individually created reversible error)!!, the Jury still saw

? Over hearsay objections, the trial court incorrectly admitted the article that McAllister
had pulled off the web as evidence of the signs of work place violence. RPv7:142

10 City official were required to recuse themselves when they had “an interest in the
matter” RP 10/15/14, v.4:57.

11 The trial court often expressed frustrated with Piel’s Counsel. For example, when
faced with a series of non-responsive and evasive answers by Chief Wilson RP 10/16/14,
v5:34-65, the trial court repeatedly interrupted the examination. Rather than making
Chief Wilson answer the questions he berated Piel for not accepting evasive answers and
moving on:

“If you’re going to be doing more questioning of witnesses in this court, I’'m
asking you to — not to rephrase every question, uh, repeat answer if it doesn’t
come out the way you want it to come out.... I can’t tell you how to try the
case, but I’'m not very pleased with every question being re-asked” RP 10/16/14,
v5:66.

When Piel’s Counsel attempted to respond, the Court cut him off saying:

“And I’'m not going to listen anymore, if — uh, to your, uh, explanations. Uh,
and I’ve given you enough warnings about this issue, um, and I’'m trying not to,




the case as close. After deliberating for a day, they sent a note asking

b

“how long we need to deliberate before we can consider ourselves “hung.’

CP 1099-1100. The Jury returned a non-unanimous verdict for the City.

This Appeal followed.
I1. ASSIGNMENTS OF ERROR
1. Did the superior court commit prejudicial error in baring

evidence of a polygraph taken by officer Piel to show state of mind and
deviation from prior procedure?

2. Did the superior court commit prejudicial error in then
allowing the City to claim, and then prove with only hearsay, that Officer
Piel had inappropriately submitted “something” to Arbuthnot, requiring
his removal, while barring any evidence contrary to this claim?

3. Did the superior court commit prejudicial error in
prohibiting Piel from cross-examining the one witness supporting the
termination as to bias and untruthful answers he gave when questioned by
the City’s investigator, thereby further limiting questions regarding the
second investigator’s failure to follow up on the complaining witnesses’ s
untruthful answers and bias?

4. Did the superior court commit prejudicial error in barring
evidence of different standards and punishment applied by the City to
prior similar events to show the asserted grounds for termination were
pretext?

5. Did the superior court commit prejudicial error erred in
repeatedly allowing testimony by witnesses who were “offended” at
comments by Piel which were unrelated to his termination?

6. Did the superior court err in granting partial summary
judgment, finding Piel’s filing a tort claim for damages and filing
complaints to the City’s HR department were not protected activities?

um, appear too one-sided — and especially to the jury — but I’'m coming to a
very, um, uh, uh — a point where I -- don’t have a lot left, uh, in my tank.” /d.




7. Did the superior court err in concluding Piel was
collaterally estopped from asserting the 2006 discharge decision was
substantially motivated by retaliatory animus?

III. STATEMENT OF THE CASE
A. Pretrial proceedings.

This matter was filed in 2008, and in October 2009, the trial court
granted Summary Judgement to the City. The Washington Supreme Court
on direct review held, over a dissent by one justice, that RCW 41.56 was
not an adequate remedy, and that Piel could assert a claim for “wrongful
discharge in violation of public policy.” Piel v. Federal Way, 177 Wn.2d
604, 606, 306 P.3d 879 (2013).

The Supreme Court’s description of the facts is a guide to some of
the issues which should have been relevant to the trial of this matter.
Plaintiffs quote the Supreme Court’s statement of the facts, providing
references to the current record where relevant and then breaking out their
evidence based arguments (errors 1-5) below.

B. Events before Piel’s 2007 suspension.

At the time of his termination, Robert “Bud” Piel was a 25-year
veteran of law enforcement, who had been a member of the FWPD for
nearly 11 years. He was promoted to lieutenant in 1998. From 1998 till
2006 all of his ratings were positive, he received no negative ratings.

CP__,Ex91; 117 Wn.2d at 607.



In late 2002, the 12 lieutenants in the FWPD decided to form a
union. Nepotism between Chief Wilson and his brother Greg was part of
motivation for unionization. RP 10/17/14, v6:108. Piel was chosen by the
other lieutenants to manage its formation. “Although the Department's
administration was initially supportive of the union activity, according to
Piel the administration's attitude toward the efforts later soured. Shortly
thereafter, Piel began experiencing a marked increase in his duties and
responsibilities without commensurate support.” 177 Wn.2d at 607-8; RP
10/17/14, v6:156-159. “By 2004, Piel began to feel his unit was the
target of unusual and obstreperous internal affairs investigations.” Id. at
608. Greg Wilson initiated these investigations. RP 10/17/14, v6:177.

“In January 2005, the lieutenant's guild was officially certified.”
177 Wn.2d at 608. “That same month, Piel received his yearly evaluation,
albeit late. The evaluation rated Piel as performing poorly in his job
functions.” Id. Piel later learned the only negative scores and comments
were not from his supervisors but were added by the Chief Wilson, outside
the normal procedure for performance reviews. Id. at 608; CP__ , Ex90,
92, RP 10/16/14, v5:119-121. Chief Wilson did not add his name to the
review, nor indicate he was the source of the negative comments. /d.

Ordered by HR to remove the unauthorized and improper review, Wilson



told Piel he was still going to staple the improper comments in his file. RP
10/16/14, v5:124.

“Meanwhile, his requests for assignments were denied and his unit
continued to be the target of investigations from internal affairs.” 177
Wn.2d at 608. These increased investigations directed at Piel’s unit —
initiated by Chief Wilson’s brother - frustrated those working under Piel’s
command. RP 10/14/14,v3:235-36. As one officer working under Piel
described the experience, “it’s like some body’s watching...somebody’s
after you.” Id. at 236. The volume of issues had not risen, only the
investigations. Id. at 237-8.

“In May 2005, Piel was injured on the job and had to take three
months of leave to recover from corrective knee surgery. During his
medical leave and upon his return, Piel was told he would be demoted and
was relieved of some of his responsibilities based on allegedly poor
performance. Similar incidents continued into 2006.” 177 Wn.2d at 608.
Piel was removed from all of the special duties, some with extra pay, he
had previously been assigned to. RP 10/17/14, v6:159-161.

“In March 2006, Piel advised an officer over the phone about the
officer's options after the officer stopped a fireman on suspicion of driving
while under the influence. The Department alleged that Piel's advice and

involvement in the matter violated Department standards ... He was



terminated in July 2006.” 177 Wn.2d at 608; CP___, Ex31. The City
accused Piel in the first termination of “throwing Officer Otto under the
bus.” RP 10/16/14, v5: 131. The arbitrator rejected these claims. CP___,
Ex31.

“Piel successfully grieved his termination and was reinstated 14
months later. The City was ordered to pay all back pay and benefits.” Id.
During Piel’s grievance arbitration Chief Wilson discouraged officers
from testifying for then Lieutenant Piel. RP 10/14/14, v3:239.

“Upon returning to his job, Piel was discouraged by the reception
from his fellow officers. The City had not yet paid him his award of back
pay and benefits. He was nervous and had not been sleeping well. His first
two days back at work were stressful and tense.” 177 Wn.2d at 608, RP
10/17/14, v6:190-193. Despite Piel’s request for a written plan for his
return, little had been done to prepare for his return, and the City had
failed to save his equipment. Id. at 191-196.

On his second day back at work, Piel attended an afternoon
briefing. The next day, a jail worker Jason Wilson, told Chief Wilson that
during the briefing Piel had “actually threatened to murder someone at the
department”. RP 10/15/14, v4:40-41, 72. According to Chief Wilson,
Jason Wilson was “visibly upset” when he made the complaint. RP

10/16/14, v5:188. Notably this report was nearly a day after the

10



purported threat. The then deputy chief (now Chief of Police) Andy
Hwang reported this allegation to Piel, and “he immediately, uh, denied
making any such statement.” PRv4:42. Hwang said Piel “looked
surprised” when Hwang mentioned he was alleged to have threatened to
murder someone. Id. at 43.

Both of the police officers who actually heard the statements in
question by Piel (Officers Bassage and Ellis) were trained to detect signs
of violence or danger; neither understood a threat to have been made, or
reported a threat by Piel. Both testified they were required to report
threats, and could be terminated for failing to do so. RP 10/14/14, v3:155-
158, 198-99. Both testified they would have reported a threat of violence
by Piel, if they had heard one. Id. at 199. Both said Piel’s comments were
joking, with no change in demeanor indicating a threat. Id. at 161, 165,
205-206. As Officer Ellis said “Bud made some odd comments, but, um,
I think that was his way of dealing with potentially uncomfortable
situation.” Id. at 207. Officer Ellis, who has been assigned to train Piel,
further expected to patrol with Piel the next day, something he would not
have done if he felt Piel was a danger. /d. at 209.

Although he denied it under oath to Arbuthnot, Wilson had a major
ax to grind with Piel. The Jury was not allowed to fully hear about this, or

Wilson’s dishonest answers when questioned about his bias by Arbuthnot,

11



or about the City’s second investigator Stephson’s failure to follow up on

1.2 Piel was

the dishonesty of the only complaining witness against Pie
placed on leave due to Wilson’s allegations. RP 10/15/14, v4:41.
C. Commander Arbuthnot’s investigation, his removal by

Chief Wilson, and Amy Stepson’s investigation and
conclusions.

Deputy Chief Hwang, not Chief Wilson, picked Arbuthnot to do
the investigation. RP 10/15/14, v4:73. Arbuthnot proceeded to interview
witnesses to determine if Piel had violated any departmental policies in
what he was alleged to have said in the briefing. Arbuthnot interviewed
Piel last, a month after the alleged statements had taken place. CP___, Ex
4 tab23.

Arbuthnot first told Piel that he would not ask any questions about
separate allegations by two female officers (Scholl and Barker) about
allegedly “offensive” comments during the briefing, as he had found those
allegations to be unfounded. CP___, Ex 29.!* While not telling Piel who
had made the allegations, Arbuthnot asked Piel if he had made statements

“about coming back here and murdering a couple of people” and asked

12 As discussed below, the trial court also inappropriately prohibited examination on the
subject of the City’s handling of the dishonesty of the City’s central witnesses (Officer
Otto) in the prior case against Piel.

13 As discussed below, over Piel’s objections the trial court allowed Scholl and Baker to
testify. Their testimony was designed to make Piel look bad before the Jury.

12



him “have you considered coming to the FWPD and murdering any
members since all of this has been going on?” CP___, Ex 4 tab23.!*

Piel denied making the statements or having those feelings, and
offered to take a polygraph. Arbuthnot agreed, and the union
representative at the interview, Keith Pon, did not object. CP__ ,Ex 4
tab23. Arbuthnot gave Piel his outline of questions (so the examiner could
ask the same questions) and Piel took and passed the polygraph. Chief
Wilson then removed Arbuthnot from the investigation, and hired Amy
Stephson. Ms. Stephson, (as discussed above), reached conclusions, that
Piel argued, were not supported by the facts, and in particular were not
supported by the facts that Chief Wilson did not let her consider and the
city’s prior decisions on what constituted “cause” for termination.

D. The trial of this matter; the trial court’s rulings.

The first witness for Piel, Officer Miguel Monico (who had left the
FWPD in 2006) testified that he spoke with Chief Wilson before Piel’s
return to work. RP 10/13/14, v2:251. In that conversation, Chief Wilson
said that recently “a lot of good people have been thrown under the bus.”

Id. at 254. Monico knew that Chief Wilson was talking about his younger

14 Piel had requested copies of the statements against him under the Union contract before
he was questioned. Although Chief Wilson admitted the union contract had been
changed to require the City to “provide, those, uh, copies of statements to the person —
the witness and the subject” RP 10/15/14, v4:185 (Piel being the subject of the
investigation), he refused to provide them to Piel, which Piel argued showed bias and
pretext. /d. at 220. The trial court improperly cut off questioning on this subject. /d. at
221.

13



brother Commander Greg Wilson. As Monico explained, Piel had
challenged Chief Wilson’s brother being in charge of internal affairs as a
conflict of interest in the recently concluded arbitration. /d. at 255-256.
Monico testified he knew that “Piel was being harassed by the Wilsons.”
Id. at 257.

At this point, Monico told Wilson “you know if you’re referring to
Bud Piel, uh, or Greg Wilson, Uh, I’m gonna tell you that Robert Piel —
Bud Piel —is a very good lieutenant.” Id. at 258. Monico’s comment, as
he testified, “instantly it triggered (demonstrated snapping) this sense of,
uh, I mean, physical anger in him. He popped up on his head and leaned
forward and put his hand onto the desk and he said that ‘Bud Piel will
never set foot in this station again.” I was shocked by his reaction.” d.'3

Plaintiff’s Counsel then asked Monico a series of questions about
prior dishonesty in department investigations, RP 10/13/14, v2:258-260, to
show the reasons for the union contract requiring the provision of
statements to those under investigation, a point in dispute. Sua sponte, the
court interrupted the questioning to ask “Counsel, what is the involvement

of Stan McCall from the, uh allegations in the Plaintiff’s case?” Id. at 260.

15 The trial court repeatedly and improperly cut off Piel’s efforts to ask Chief Wilson
about his knowledge about the allegations Piel made about him and his brother in the
arbitration, which was designed to show bias, and match up with Monico’s testimony
about his brother being “thrown under the bus”. RP 10/15/14, v4:109-11, 114-114, 173-
75.

14



The testimony related to reasons for the requirement to provide statements
made in department investigations, something Piel was denied by Chief
Wilson. Supra, at fn 13. The court cut off the questioning saying “well I
feel like we’re getting into an extraneous materials that, um, [ don’t see
the relevance of it.” RP 10/13/14, v2:261. The trial court’s interjections
and objections on behalf of the City were a common occurrence during the
remainder of the trial, a pattern that only went one way, in the City’s
favor. See e.g. RP 10/14/14, v3:71.

Piel called as his third witness a lawyer who Chief Wilson —
uninvited —had called in response to a news article and told that “the City
of Federal Way is not gonna do any business with Bud Piel” RP 10/14/14,
v3:87, 89. The trial court sua sponte asked the City “was the defense
aware of this witnesses’ testimony?”, to which the City responded “Yes,
your honor.” Id. at 90. Sue sponte, having stopped Piel’s questioning of
the witnesses, the trial court stated — in front of the jury — “well I don’t see
the relevance between what occurred in 2012 and, um, his termination.”
The court sua sponte then stated “I’m not going to allow further testimony
on the issue” and struck the testimony. /d. at 90-91.

The next witness called by Piel, Commander Sumpter, was Piel’s
supervisor when Piel was forming the Lieutenant’s Union. Sumpter

admitted that Greg Wilson was kicking Piel’s reports, and further admitted

15



Sumpter was not able to identify a valid reason for the higher rate of
“kick-backs.” RP 10/14/14, v3:105. These kickbacks, and the extra work
they required — which he could identify no legitimate reason for — affected
the moral of Piel’s squad, and was a disincentive to work with Piel. /d. at
107. The court then incorrectly, under ER803(c)(3), prohibited Sumpter
from testifying as to what Piel had told him at the time he believed was
occurring, sustaining an objection that it was “hearsay.” Id. at 105-6.16

The trial court then interrupted again when Piel was attempting to
illicit that when Sumpter was Piel’s supervisor, Piel’s reviews were
prepared differently than other reviews. RP 10/14/14, v3:110-117. The
trial court ruled that while Piel’s performance reviews were business
records, that Sumpter could not be asked about them, as he had not
prepared them! Id. at 112-13. In 2004, Piel was transferred off Sumpter’s
shift, to “graveyard”, Sumpter said Bud was not happy about this. Id. at
139-140.

Officer Eric Davis testified regarding the same shift. On cross-
examination the City asked a series of questions to elicit information on
Union members who it claimed had been promoted — to show the absence

of bias. RP 10/14/14, v3:240-241. On re-direct Piel inquired into the

16 As Piel’s counsel correctly noted, since Sumpter was in Court, his testimony was not
hearsay under ER801(c) and he could relay what Piel had told him at the time of the
events in question under ER803(a)(1) and (3).
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same matters, including those who had been active in forming the Union
who had been forced out. The City objected due to “lack of foundation.”
Id. at 246. The trial court, rather than allowing a foundation to be laid, sue
sponte stated that “Um, goes beyond the scope of, uh, the cross-
examination also.” Id. When Piel’s counsel noted that a few minutes
before the City had elicited similar testimony on promoted union
members, the trial court stated that “if it was important I think you shoulda
brought it out in the first direct. I —I still think it goes beyond the scope.
So, that’s my ruling.” Id. at 246-47.1

The City’s representative at the trial, Chief Hwang, who had
replaced Chief Wilson, then testified. RP 10/14/14, v3:250. Piel inquired
about events that had occurred between Chief Wilson, Hwang, and Piel
involving a prior incident. The City objected to “relevance,” and the trial
court immediately asked “what is the relevance?” Told that it involved the
prior pattern and practice in the FWPD, and the “course of conduct”
between Chief Wilson and Piel - which explained the later animus by

Chief Wilson to Piel over the formation of the Union — the Court asked the

17 To respond to the City’s claims, Piel would have shown that numerous people active in
forming the lieutenant’s Union were also forced out. RP 10/14/14, v3:264. The court’s
response was that “unless you can show me a direct correlation between that and his
termination...I don’t think they’re germane.” Id. at 265. Obviously evidence to be
admissible need not be “directly correlated” to Piel’s firing, ER401. More troubling the
same overly restrictive principles were not applied to the City, which was allowed to ask
similar questions.
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time frame, and was told this had occurred in 1998-99. Id. at 252-53.
Without hearing more, the trial court ruled that it was not relevant, and
prohibited further questioning of Hwang. Id. at 254.'8

Piel then tried to question Hwang regarding discussions in the
FWPD command staff about requiring Piel to come back as a trainee or
losing his seniority — discussions which would undercut the City’s claim
to have welcomed him back. The trial court repeatedly sustained
objections on the grounds of “hearsay” and “foundation” and then

prohibited questions to establish the foundation, when the City’s counsel

18 Piel made an offer of proof. RP 10/14/14, v3:264-65. The court’s response was that it
would — contrary to ER401 — require a “direct correlation between [the evidence] and his
termination” or it would not be admitted. /d. at 265. The court, perhaps realizing it was
on shaky grounds, returned the next morning to say that “although I said I would accept a
summary offer of proof, I think, you’ll need to establish a better record.” RP 10/15/14,
v4:23-24. The Court then stated that it would give time to make a better offer or “you
can put it in writing.” Id. Piel noted that Chief Wilson and Andy Hwang were hostile
witnesses, and offered to do the cross-examination for the offer of proof. /d. at 25-26.
The City objected, and the trial court stated it would consider the matter, or “find out
another way.” Id. at 28. The trial court by now had shown repeated signs of extreme
annoyance with Piel’s counsel and his case (e.g. RP 10/15/14, v4:28).

Piel eventually attempted to put on his offer of proof with Chief Hwang. The
trial court allowed the City to repeatedly interrupt this offer of proof with speaking
objections to try to coach the witness, and then begin to rule on the objections,
disallowing questions, and cutting off the offer. The City repeatedly objected to Hwang
being asked questions about FWPD business records, and in total took up at least half of
the time with objections. RP 10/15/14, v4:85-93. The few times the City did not object,
the trial court on its own impeded the offer of proof. e.g. RP 10/15/14, v4:91-92. The
court then cut off the offer of proof. /d. at 93. The City then argued for a full page of
transcript, and when Piel attempted to respond, the court again cut him off. /d. at 95.
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asserted that “I’m not aware of evidence, you know, what was said at
these meetings.” RP 10/15/14, v4:49-51."

Similarly, as discussed below, the transcript of the examinations of
Chief Wilson and subsequent witnesses were filled with lengthy speaking
objections, and interjections by the trial court, and much of the evidence
Piel attempted to elicit was ruled out by the trial court. By the time Piel
was able to testify, the Court was concerned about time, as it wanted to
allow witnesses for the City such as Scholl, (see below beginning at p. 45),
to testify, and restricted the examination of Piel substantially. RP
10/17/14, v6:179, 189-90.

IV. ARGUMENT
A. Standard of Review

A trial court abuses its discretion on the admission of evidence
when its decision is manifestly unreasonable, exercised on untenable
grounds, or based on untenable reasons. Gorman v. Pierce County, 176
Whn. App. 63, 84, 307 P.3d 795 (2013), review denied, 179 Wn.2d 1010,
316 P.3d 495 (2014). Where testimony is relevant, and is not “unfairly

prejudicial” the trial court abuses its discretion by excluding it. Wilson v.

1 Notably, when the City then asked Hwang what Chief Wilson had said in a meeting,
the trial court issued the opposite ruling saying that it went to “notice.” Compare RP
10/15/14, v4:71-72 with 49-50.
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Olivetti N. Am., Inc., 85 Wn. App. 804, 934 P.2d 1231, review denied, 133
Wn.2d 1017, 948 P.2d 388 (1997).

An erroneous evidentiary ruling is grounds for reversal where it is
prejudicial. Brown v. Spokane County Fire Prot. Dist. No. 1, 100 Wn.2d
188, 196, 668 P.2d 571 (1983). Error is considered prejudicial, requiring a
new trial, when it affects, or presumptively affects, the outcome of the
trial. Id.

B. The Superior Court’s evidentiary rulings were biased
and one sided, and repeatedly deprived Piel of highly
relevant and admissible evidence and arguments,
prejudicing his case.

1. The polygraph was highly relevant information

of Piel’s mental state and its execution was
evidence of pretext by the City.

The City moved to exclude the fact that Officer Piel had taken and
passed a polygraph. The issue was extensively argued, RP 10/8/14, v1:83-
97, with Plaintiffs filing three supplemental briefs on the point. See, CP
603-08). Chief Wilson’s reaction to the results, and refusal to allow it to
be considered when it was beneficial to Piel - was central to Piel’s claims
that his termination was motivated by improper bias. Piel argued the
City’s asserted basis for its failure to consider the polygraph was
pretexual, and really designed to insure that he was, unlike prior people in

his situation, terminated. RP 10/8/14, v1:96.
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As Piel would have shown, lie detectors were routinely used, and
had been used by the department in the past in similar investigations as to
honesty. CP 996. Piel had passed a lie detector test but this was not
considered by the City’s second investigator Stephson, despite it
explaining his mental state when questioned later. Instead, that he had
sent the polygraph to Arbuthnot was then used as a pretext to end the
City’s internal investigation, after Arbuthnot had stated he was going to
clear Piel of certain charges. As Piel would have shown if allowed, Chief
Wilson’s explanation for ending Arbuthnot’s investigation - that the Union
had refused to allow the polygraph to be considered - was not true. This
evidence would have caused the jury to question Chief Wilson’s veracity
and motivation in taking actions contrary to past practice. This is, of
course, the heart and soul of a retaliatory termination where when an
allegedly non-discriminatory reason for termination is shown, the
employee “can attempt to prove that the employer’s reason is pretextual.”
Estevez v. Faculty Club of Univ. of Wa., 129 Wn.App. 774, 798, 120 P.3d
579 (2005). The trial court’s exclusionary ruling was highly prejudicial
and was legally incorrect.

Piel repeatedly cited the case of Subia v. Riveland, 104 Wn.App.
105, 15 P.3d 658 (2001) which had reversed a judgement due to the

exclusion of polygraph results in an employment case. The trial court
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admitted that Subia was nearly “on all fours.” RP 10/8/14, v1:92. Piel
made clear that, consistent with Subia, he was not seeking to admit the
polygraph for the truth of the matter (if statements were actually made) but
rather Mr. Piel’s state of mind, the failure to follow prior procedure, and to
challenge Chief Wilson’s story, and his basic veracity in having concocted
a story. Piel made clear he would accept an appropriate limiting
instruction. Id. at 95-96.

The trial court failed to follow Subia because it claimed: “unlike
Subia v. Riveland, cited by Plaintiffs, it is the Plaintiffs in this case who
want to introduce evidence relating to taking the Polygraph test.” CP 609.
This was the only distinction raised by the trial court in its ruling. The
rules of evidence do not change based upon who introduces the evidence,
and Subia, where it was argued that “admission of Tsim’s polygraph exam
results were critical to rebut Subia’s impression that Tsim’s accusations
were untrustworthy” Id. at 662, was directly on point and should have
been followed.

As the Subia Court noted “Tsim’s having passed the polygraph

was highly probative, especially because her credibility was critical.” Id.
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at 662. It therefore held “Tsim’s polygraph was relevant and admissible to
prove DOC’s “state of mind.” 1d.2°

Nor, given Plaintiffs’ offer for a limiting instruction, if necessary,
was ER403 an appropriate basis to bar the evidence. Subia, infact,
rejected the exact argument that the trial court appears to have adopted in
its ruling, noting that “When the trial court excluded this evidence to
prevent unfair prejudice to Subia’s case, it unintentionally prejudiced
DOC’s case by withholding a critical piece of evidence. ... DOC is

entitled to a new trial with Tsim’s polygraph_for this limited purpose.” /d.

20 The trial court further stated in its exclusion order that the key issue in the case was
“Mr. Piel’s veracity on the issue of whether or not he made the key statement.” This was
entirely wrong. The actual issue — as defined by the City’s investigator Amy Stephson in
her report, was not if Piel had made statements, it was Piel’s state of mind on the day in
question, and later when questioned regarding those statements. As Ms. Stephson,
without the benefit of the polygraph exam stated in her report:

“ it appears that Piel made a variant of inappropriate, offensive and negative
comments that day. In such circumstances, Piel could credibly be unable to
recall making one of many negative comments. This could be true even
regarding the murder comment, which he said in passing without particular
emphasis....All of this suggest that given his mental state at the time, Piel may
not have been quite aware of what he was saying at the briefing. Therefore, he
could have failed in good faith to recall most of it.”

CP__ ,Ex 11. As Plaintiff argued (CP 603-9), Piel’s offer to take a polygraph - accepted
by Commander Arbuthnot, as shown by CP___, Ex 4, at FW004986 - was highly
probative of his state of mind when making the statements alleged to have been
knowingly false. The interview excluded by the Court showed the issue was Piel’s state
of mind:

[Piel]: I can’t think of a reason why they would say that and I, I would have no

problem at all taking a polygraph with them to confirm that.

[Commander Arbuthnot]: Okay.”

Id. The trial court improperly ignored Piel’s state of mind. Having passed a polygraph,

a reasonable Jury would have been free to conclude that Piel had good reason to deny
making the comments, apart from “intent to deceive.”
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(underlining added). As the Supreme Court has said: “the ability of the
danger of unfair prejudice to substantially outweigh the probative force of
evidence is ‘quite slim’ where the evidence is undeniably probative of a
central issue in the case.” Carson v. Fine, 123 Wn.2d 206, 224, 867 P.2d
610 (1994).2! Here, the evidence was highly probative and ER403 was
improperly applied. The trial court improperly conflated the required
standard of “unfair prejudice” with what the courts of this State have
called “ordinary prejudice” noting that “various types of evidence and
witnesses prejudice one party or the other; prejudicial evidence and
credible witnesses make lawsuits.” Id. at 224. Here, the evidence was
detrimental to the City, but not due to “unfair prejudice” so as to implicate
ER403, but because it was highly relevant on several issues at the heart of
this case.

Given how closely balanced the issue was, for the City’s chosen
fact finder Ms. Stephson, the presence of the polygraph should have been

key in explaining Officer Piel’s state of mind, and was a “road not taken”.

21 Nor was any reasonable argument made that the evidence would cause “unfair
prejudice” which is required for exclusion under ER403. This would require that the
evidence would “likely arouse an emotional response rather than a rational decision
among the jurors.” Carson v. Fine, 123 Wn.2d 206, 223, 867 P.2d 610 (1994). No such
showing was made.
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Piel’s termination turned entirely on his alleged dishonesty. Ms.
Stephson based her finding that Mr. Piel was dishonest on the following
“logic™:

“it clearly would have been more accurate for Piel to say he
couldn’t recall making the comment, didn’t know if he said it, it
was not the type of thing he would say, or something along those
lines. Instead he denied it. In most investigations, one might view
the distinction between the former type of response and a denial as
insignificant. However, given that Piel is an experience police
officer, who presumably understands the difference between the

two, the City could reasonably determine that his flat denial did
constitute dishonesty and untruthfulness.”

CP__, Ex11atFW004903. Given that the polygraph was an insight into
Piel’s mind during his interviews, it was highly relevant to explain his
state of mind, and it should have been admitted under Subia, supra.

The City’s position; that Officer Piel despite having a polygraph

saying he did not make any threats, and did not lie, firmly in his mind,

should have instead said “I don’t know”; was in fact untenable. The
evidence if admitted would have been a central point of examination of
witnesses as to the City’s alleged non-retaliatory justification.

Moreover, the City and the Union Representative who was
representing Officer Piel consented to the polygraph. Yet, the City then
used the agreed to polygraph to remove Arbuthnot, refusing to consider it

when it was favorable to Piel. Both were highly relevant to the question
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of retaliation. A failure to follow past practice as to polygraphs, that
multiple witnesses would have testified to if allowed, CP 996-97, when it
favored Officer Piel, was highly relevant evidence which undermined the
claimed reasons for the termination.

As noted by this Court in Estevez, “[b]ecause employers rarely will
reveal they are motivated by retaliation, plaintiffs ordinarily must resort to
circumstantial evidence to demonstrate retaliatory purpose.” 129
Wn.App. at 799. An employee can do this “indirectly by showing that the
employer's proffered explanation is unworthy of credence." Id., 129
Wn.App at 800-01 (quoting Godwin v. Hunt Wesson, Inc., 150 F.3d 1217,
1220, 80 Fair Empl. Prac. Cas. (BNA) 890 (9th Cir.1998)). As the
Washington Supreme Court has stated, Plaintiff must "be afforded a fair
opportunity to show that [defendant's] stated reason for [the adverse
action] was in fact pretext." Hill v. BCTI Income Fund-I, 144 Wn.2d 172,
182, 23 P.3d 440 (2001)(brackets in original, quoting McDonnell Douglas
Corp. v. Green, 411 U.S. 792, 804, 93 S.Ct. 1817 (1973)).

The evidence was central to Piel’s claims that Brian Wilson
deviated from past practice to get the results that he wanted as a result of
his animus from Piel’s protected activities, and should have been admitted,

with a limiting instruction.
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2. The trial court allowed the City to shield its false
statements about Arbuthnot’s removal from challenge,
using the improper Polygraph ruling as a sword.

Chief Wilson had repeatedly claimed the submission of the
Polygraph — which Piel had passed — to Commander Arbuthnot, caused
him to remove Arbuthnot from the investigation. CP___ ,Ex 4, tab 24; CP
1012. Piel claimed it was pretext to remove Arbuthnot, who had said was
about to clear Piel on 5 of 6 charges, and had agreed to Piel taking the
polygraph! By turning the Court’s ruling on the polygraph into a sword,
the City sought to take away Piel’s pretext argument. The approach was
simply for the City’s counsel to invent facts to try to defuse the issue,
which was at the heart of Piel’s claims. This starting in opening
statements, where the City told the Jury:

There wasn’t anything nefarious about the switch away from

Commander Arbuthnot. He received an email from Officer Piel

and it contained some information that Officer Piel had decided to

send to him. When, uh Commander Arbuthnot opened that e-mail
he realized that it was something that under the contract — the
collective bargaining agreement — with Officer Piel’s union, he’s
not allowed to look at that information unless the union stipulates
or agrees to that. Commander Arbuthnot had a conversation with

John Clary, who’s the president of the union, who said, “no way.

You can’t use that.”

So the City is now left with this question, uh, question of, “Okay,

the person doing the investigation has seen information...we can’t
see. What do we do?
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RP 10/13/14, v2:234. As the City told the Jury they therefore had to
remove Commander Arbuthnot, and hire Amy Stephson, as a result of the
Union. Id. Chief Wilson mirroring the City’s “its Piel’s fault” argument,
interjected at the end of an answer that, “there was information that was
provided by Mr. Piel that, uh, compromised the integrity of the
investigation.” RP 10/16/14, v5:63.%2

Plaintiff repeatedly objected to the City’s incorrect factual
assertions to the Court, and that redactions made to remove mention of the
polygraph presented a one sided, and unfairly and incorrectly unfavorable
to Piel, view of what had happened. The trial court overruled the
objections and would not allow questions to either Chief Wilson or Ms.
Stephson on the subject. RP 10/15/14, v4:195-203.

Yet, what the City’s counsel told the Jury, and the trial court
allowed the City to present as uncontrovertible facts, was directly contrary
to the actual documentary record. Arbuthnot had agreed, and the Union

had not objected! Chief Wilson’s credibility — having made this claim, CP

1068— was on the line.

22 Plaintiff moved to strike as non-responsive and in violation of the polygraph ruling,
and the trial court told the jury “I think the answer was responsive. So, we need to move
on to the next question.” /d.
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The City admitted its authorized investigator Arbuthnot said
“okay” to Piel taking a polygraph (RP 10/8/14, v1: 91:17)%. In fact,
Commander Arbuthnot gave Piel a list of his questions so that he could be
asked the same questions by the polygraph examiner! (/d. at 94:17-95:5;
CP___,Ex 86). So why (as the City repeatedly told the Jury) did he

suddenly remember —presumably out of the blue - that he was not to look

at something [the polygraph] that he had agreed to? Why had the City and
Chief Wilson invented a story that made no sense in light of the actual
written record?

In fact the City’s story changed each time it was told to the court.
The City’s counsel first said that Officer Keith Pon had said the polygraph
could not be allowed. RP 10/8/14, v1: 91:22. But Pon was Officer Piel’s
representative at the interview where Commander 