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DEAF MAN AND DISABILITY GROUPS FILE LAWSUIT AGAINST PUEBLO COUNTY 
SHERIFF AND PUEBLO POLICE DEPARTMENT FOR FAILURE TO PROVIDE SIGN 

LANGUAGE INTERPRETERS DURING ARREST AND SIX MONTH DETENTION 

Colorado Cross-Disability Coalition Brings Fifth Lawsuit against County Sheriffs for 
Discriminating Against Deaf Individuals 

 

  
 

 
Today, Michaelee Owen, Jeanine Roybal, the Colorado Cross-Disability Coalition (“CCDC”) 
and the Colorado Association of the Deaf (“CAD”) filed a lawsuit in the United States District 
Court of Colorado against the Pueblo County Sheriff’s Office and Pueblo City Police 
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Department.  The complaint alleges violations of the Americans with Disabilities Act (“ADA”) 
and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  See Complaint filed today, July 15, 2013. 
 
Mr. Owen is deaf and uses American Sign Language (“ASL”) to communicate.  On May 5, 
2012, the Pueblo Police Department responded to a call regarding a burglary in progress.  
When the Pueblo Police Corporal Billings arrived, Mr. Owen had already been detained by 
the homeowner and his son, and was sitting on a curb.   Mr. Owen posed no threat of harm 
to the police or anyone else.  Mr. Owen’s deafness was readily apparent to Corporal Billing; 
however, the Corporal Billings handcuffed Mr. Owen behind his back and attempted to 
communicate with him using written notes.  Mr. Owen was not able to understand what was 
being written.  Because he had no use of his hands, Mr. Owen had no way to attempt to 
communicate with the officer.  The U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division has 
issued specific guidance for law enforcement officers, called Communicating with People 
Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing ADA Guide for Law Enforcement Officers.  They also 
have issued a Model Policy for Law Enforcement on Communicating with People Who Are 
Deaf or Hard of Hearing.  The PDP’s actions were not consistent with either. 
 
Corporal Billings took Mr. Owen to the Pueblo County Detention Facility (pictured above), 
and he was taken into custody by the Pueblo County Sheriff.  He wanted to request a sign 
language interpreter, but he was not given an opportunity to do so.  The officers could not 
understand him and ignored him.  Jails are very scary places for anyone, but imagine being 
handcuffed and thrown into a place like that with no opportunity to communicate with your 
captor.  During the booking process, Sheriff’s staff tried to communicate with Mr. Owen by 
using written notes.  Written notes are an ineffective means of communicating under most 
circumstances, but when an individual’s personal liberty is at stake, the need for effective 
communication is heightened.  Often times, deaf individuals who communicate primarily 
using ASL do not read and write in English very well. 
 
Mr. Owen is unable to make phone calls with a regular telephone, but he can communicate 
using a phone if an interpreter is present or if he can use a video phone or 
telecommunications device known as a TTY (or teletypewriter).  During Mr. Owen’s 
booking, Mr. Owen wrote to one of the Sheriff’s staff, “need inteper [sic] like TTY or vide 
[sic] Phone to call my brother.”  Mr. Owen was not provided with a TTY. 
 
During the booking process, Sheriff’s staff conducted a medical and psychological screening.  
Without an interpreter, Mr. Owen was unable to understand and provide accurate 
information.   It is critically important that law enforcement officers obtain accurate 
information when incarcerating individuals, so the individual and the rest of the inmates and 
staff are safe. 
 
Under the ADA, law enforcement agencies are supposed to provide communication aids 
and services needed to communicate effectively with people who are deaf.  They are also 
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supposed to give “primary consideration” to the type of aid or service requested by the deaf 
person.  See ADA regulations. 
 
In addition, the ADA requires that law enforcement agencies make telecommunications  
systems available for deaf inmates on the same terms and conditions as phones are available 
to hearing inmates.  See ADA regulations. 
 
Mr. Owen was incarcerated at the Pueblo County Detention Facility from May 5, 2012 until 
October 30, 2012.  As set forth in the Complaint filed today, the Pueblo County Sheriff 
routinely refused to make a TTY available for Mr. Owen when phone services were readily 
available to hearing inmates.  Because Mr. Owen was refused access to a TTY on equal 
terms, his aunt, Jeanine Roybal, who had custody of Michaelee mot of his life and he calls 
his mother, did not know where he was or what had happened.  In addition, while 
incarcerated, Mr. Owen was accused of a disciplinary violation.  The Sheriff refused to 
provide an interpreter for interrogations with the officers or for his disciplinary hearing.  They 
refused to provide an interpreter for a medical appointment as well. 
 
Pueblo County Sheriff’s Office incarcerated Michaelee Owen for nearly six months and 
never once offered or provided a sign language interpreter. 
 
Despite the fact that the ADA requires the Sheriff to take “appropriate steps to ensure that 
communications with applicants, participants, and members of the 
 public with disabilities are as effective as communications with others,” at the time 
Michaelee Owen was incarcerated, the Sheriff had no policies in place to address providing 
sign language interpreters.  CCDC sent open records act and criminal justice records act 
requests to the Sheriff to determine what policies and procedures it did have in place.  The 
Sheriff initially refused to turn over records until CCDC took legal action to force them to do 
so.  The case resulted in a settlement, and the Sheriff delivered the requested records. 
 
CCDC is a statewide disability rights organization whose mission is to advocate for social 
justice for people with all types of disabilities.  CAD’s stated mission is “To advocate for 
promoting, advancing, and enhancing the status of deaf Coloradans in all areas of life: 
Educational, vocational, recreational, social, and spiritual.” 
 
This lawsuit marks the fifth time CCDC’s and its Legal Program have brought lawsuits to 
make a law enforcement agency comply with the ADA’s requirements for communications 
with deaf individuals.  CAD has been a plaintiff in most of these cases as well.  To read about 
the other sign language interpreter access cases CCDC has recently had to file, go to CCDC’s 
website: Jefferson County Sheriff/Lakewood Police, Adams County Sheriff , Arapahoe 
County Sheriff/Englewood Police, CCDC was also a plaintiff in a lawsuit against Denver 
County for failing to provide interpreters.  Other attorneys represented CCDC in that case.  
In the most recent case against the Arapahoe County Sheriff and Englewood Police, the U.S. 
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Department of Justice launched an ADA investigation against both defendants.  The DOJ is a 
party to the settlement agreements:  Arapahoe County Sheriff; Englewood Police. 
 
Deaf individuals, CCDC, and CAD have reached settlement agreements with each of the 
defendants in the referenced cases.  In most of those cases, defendants have agreed to 
provide deaf individuals with the pictogram provided above, which uses the International 
Symbol for sign language and asks if the individual requests a sign language interpreter. 
 
“Enough is enough!  This is yet another example of the government ignoring its obligations 
under the ADA to provide effective communication with deaf people,” said Kevin Williams, 
Legal Program Director of CCDC.   “It is horrific discrimination to force a deaf person into 
handcuffs and a jail cell and refusing to provide any meaningful way of communicating.  Law 
enforcement officers must stop pretending deaf arrestees understand them.  The 
consequences are too great." 
 
Twenty-three years after the passage of the ADA, all prospects for voluntary compliance 
seem bleak.  CCDC also requested documents from all Colorado county Sheriff’s Offices 
regarding their policies for providing sign language interpreters.  CCDC has determined that 
nearly all Sheriff’s Offices do not have sufficient policies in place.  See Open Records Act 
Investigation of all Colorado County Sheriffs' Auxiliary Aids and Services Policies. 
 

“They are going to keep handcuffing deaf people, throwing them in jail cells and refusing 
them any ability to communicate with their jailers, medical professionals, or the outside 
world,” Williams said.  “How many more lawsuits will it take?” 
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