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Sounding off on Internet may come back to haunt you

11:42 PM CDT on Monday, April 27, 2009

" | Mike Hoss / Eyewitness News
mhoss@wwltv.com
NEW ORLEANS — Vaughan Etienne is a champion body builder and a New York city police officer.
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Video: Watch the Story
Recently he chased an ex-convict riding a stolen motorcycle through the streets of New York. When he caught
him, Etienne said he found a 9 millimeter handgun and a bag of bullets. The suspect said the cops planted the

gun.

The suspect went on trial, but so did Officer Etienne, and it was all because of what he wrote on the social web
site Facebook.

In one posting, he wrote he was watching the movie 7raining Day with Denzel Washington to "brush up on
police procedure.” The film depicted a Los Angeles cop gone bad, and involved planting evidence.

Another time, Etienne offered comments on Facebook about some video clips of arrests, where he talked about
hitting a suspect in handcuffs.

Etienne said it was just meaningless internet bravado. The jury said it was evidence, and the suspect was freed
from the gun charge.

New Orleans defense attorney Jason Williams said this is the next Internet phase.
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“I think it’s probably more alarming because it can be used in every single case with the number of people that
have Facebook and MySpace pages,” said Williams.

So when a case goes to trial, the prosecution and defense will have to examine witnesses on both sides, and
anything they may have written on Twitter, Facebook or MySpace, in some cases years ago, that now could come
back to harm their once solid case.

“They can pretty much try to get a snapshot of an incident in your life and use that against you in court, if they
feel it will help their client,” said Orleans Parish District Attorney Leon Cannizzaro.

“There’s no secrecy, there's no privacy,” said Williams. “This man put this out for the entire world to see and
hear and he himself vouched for the credibility of it.”
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Lt. Michael Glasser, the president of the Police Association of New Orleans, recognizes the potential problem
and said he'll now caution his officers to be careful and more prudent about what they put on a web site.

“And it may speak towards their character, and it may not be the face they want to show at the time, but it is the
face they've chosen to put out there,” said Glasser.

These Internet sites are designed for social relationships, friends staying in touch and sharing pictures. People
write things about their daily lives, their feelings and emotions.

Are they always truthful? Not likely. But they also don't think what they write will come back to them in a
harmful way.

“They say things and do things on both sides that they think will impress people that are reading it and sometimes
it'll impress more than just the people reading it,” said Glasser. “It winds up impressing a jury.”

Loyola University law professor Dane Ciolino said using the Internet this way should come as no surprise, and
there is little question of its admissibility in court.

“There's nothing unethical, there's nothing illegal or even improper about a lawyer turning to the world wide web
in an effort to find information that could be relevant on cross examination,” said Ciolino.

The Internet is a powerful tool in today's society, but it is also a recorder of history and once it's out there, you
can't get it back.

“Whatever they have said in the past, whether it was a lie, whether they were joking,” said Williams, “they are
accountable for what they have said and it is recorded forever, just like a transcript in court.”

As a sign of the fast growth of Facebook, the web site has been around for only five years and now has more than
200 million users. More than 100 million people log onto Facebook at least once a day.
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