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Welcome

Gael Strack, JD, CEO & Co-Founder

Alliance for HOPE International,

Training Institute on Strangulation

Prevention



Our Panelist:

• Laura Zimm, Assistanat Public Defender,   
Duluth, Minnesota, 

• Jerry Fineman, Retired Assistant District 
Attorney from the Riverside District Attorney’s 
Office,

• Dr. Sean Dugan, Director of Forensic Services 
at Shasta Community Health Clinic and 
Director of the California Clinical Forensic 
Medical Training Center 

• Gael Strack, CEO & Co-Founder of the 
Alliance for HOPE
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Agenda

• Why a webinar for Defense Attorneys?

• Overview of the Law

• 12 Things Every Judge Needs to Know

• Stranglers are Different and Dangerous

• Medical

• Myths 

• Defenses

• Identifying the Dominant Aggressor

• Use of Experts

• Questions
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Thank You to the Office on 

Violence Against Women

This project is supported all or in part by Grant No. 2016-TA-AX-K066 awarded by the Office on Violence 
Against Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations expressed in this publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do 
not necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women.

Kevin Sweeney

Program Manager

Allison Randall

Acting Director
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Training Institute on Strangulation 

Prevention
• Project of Alliance for HOPE 

International

• Launched October 2011 by 

USDOJ, Office on Violence 

Against Women

• Most comprehensive training 

program in the U.S.

• Fee-based Training for All 

Professionals

• Supported by a team of 

National Advisors and Faculty

• Work in three committees: 

Medical, Legal and Advocacy 



www.strangulationtraininginstitute.com CREATING PATHWAYS TO HOPE

strangulationtraininginstitute.com
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The Institute Team
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A few ZOOM tips to help make this 

training enjoyable:
• We are committed to starting and 

ending on time, including breaks.

• We will display a timer during breaks.

• We are using ZOOM webinar which 

means everyone will be muted and we 

cannot see you.

• Please make good use of the chat 

feature to send comments.  But use the 

Q & A feature for specific questions.
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A few ZOOM tips to help make this 

training enjoyable:

• We are all in this together. Virtual 

training is not ideal but it is what we 

have. Use this opportunity to throw 

yourself in, ask questions, be engaged 

and learn as much as you can.

• During this presentation, we will play 

some 911 tapes, videos, show case 

photos, discuss case studies which may 

at times be difficult and cause some 

discomfort. Please take good care of 

yourself. 
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• If you have technical issues 
please use the chat feature or 
email me at the 
institute@allianceforhope.com

• This webinar is being recorded.

Technical Assistance

mailto:institute@allianceforhope.com
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Laura Zimm

Assistant Public Defender

Duluth, Minnesota &

Advisory Member
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How do I sleep at night?

• Due Process regardless of allegations

• Fair walk through the system

• Hold the government to standards
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Why learn strangulation

• Defense attorney trained in strangulation gives 

client’s better representation

• Others may not be trained (prosecutor/judge)

• Levels the playing field (similar to learning DNA)
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Why learn strangulation

• Assists in representing abused women

▫ Encourage appropriate services (advocacy, 
medical)

• Assists in representing all trauma surviving 

clients

▫ Trauma informed interviewing
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Why learn strangulation

• Allows you to push for the proper treatment for 

your strangulation client when convicted

▫ May lessen reoffending chances

▫ May lessen future risk of harm to the community

• Not necessarily appropriate for the typical 

“anger classes”

▫ Higher needs
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Gael Strack

CEO & Co-Founder

Alliance for HOPE International &

Training Institute on Strangulation

Prevention
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Who’s here?

▫ Dispatchers
▫ Paramedics
▫ Law enforcement

▫ Prosecutors
▫ Defense attorneys

▫ Therapists
▫ Social workers

▫ Advocates
▫ Probation/Court

▫ Treatment Providers
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Poll question:

• How many of you have received training on non-

fatal strangulation cases before today?
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What evidence do you need to 

prove strangulation or suffocation?

What is the Law? 



In the US, 48 States, 20 Tribes, 2 US 
Territories, Federal and Military have 

passed Strangulation/Suffocation Laws 
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Federal 18 USC 113 – VAWA 2013

• b) Definitions.--In this section—
• (4) the term “strangling” means intentionally, knowingly, 

or recklessly impeding the normal breathing or 
circulation of the blood of a person by applying pressure 
to the throat or neck, regardless of whether that conduct 
results in any visible injury or whether there is any intent 
to kill or protractedly injure the victim; and 

• (5) the term “suffocating” means intentionally, knowingly, 
or recklessly impeding the normal breathing of a person 
by covering the mouth of the person, the nose of the 
person, or both, regardless of whether that conduct 
results in any visible injury or whether there is any intent 
to kill or protractedly injure the victim. 
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Virginia– Thank you Judge Chitwood
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Special Edition of the Family & IPV 

Quarterly on Strangulation

•Trends in 

Strangulation 

Case Law
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Jerry Fineman

Ret. Assistant District Attorney 

Riverside County District Attorney’s Office
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In Memory…

Sgt. Paul Starzyk (2008)
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Craig Kingsbury

Police Chief of

Twinfalls, Idaho

The link to officer safety
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2013 Treasure Valley (ID) Study

• Evaluated ten officer-involved critical incidents 

where officer shot a suspect or suspect shot an 

officer

• 80% of suspects with domestic violence history

• Non-fatal strangulation history in 30%

• Based only on public records history

• More research needed

• We all should be looking for it/tracking it
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Riverside County District Attorney’s Office  

2013 Study by Gerald Fineman, J.D.

• Law enforcement officers killed in the line of duty

• 1993-2013

• 50% of officers were killed by a criminal suspect 

with a public records act history of strangulation 

assault against a woman in a prior relationship
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And we honor so many…
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A review of Officers killed in 2017 

33 out of 43 (76%) had been 
intentionally killed by a male 
suspect with a history of IPV and 
strangulation – public records 
search only
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Intentional homicides of officers 

increased by 28% in 2021…

Ambush shootings up by 126%

346 Officers shot in the line of 

duty…a record…
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• Esteban Santiago, 26

• Prior restraining order 

involving strangulation with ex-

girlfriend

• Arrested and released on 

condition to have no contact 

which was violated.

• Strangulation on was settled 

by “deferred prosecution” -

probably on the condition to 

receive counseling 
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Devon Patrick Kelly

• He was in the Air Force. 
Prosecuted for fracturing his 
baby stepson's skull, animal 
cruelty arrest and domestic 
violence.

• He was confined for a year, 
given a bad conduct discharge 
and reduced in rank to E-1, or 
airman basic. 

• The military failed to enter the 
domestic violence case into a 
database that would have made 
it illegal for him to buy a gun, 
officials said. 

• "He was very sick in the head," 
Katy Landry, a former girlfriend 
of Devin Patrick Kelley, told 
NBC News.

https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/texas-church-shooting/air-force-failed-report-texas-church-gunman-devin-kelley-s-n818156
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Mass Killings have a connection to IPV 

and strangulation
• Mohamed Lahousaiej Bouhlel-

80 killed in Nice – criminal 

history of DV (2016)

• Omar Mateen – 49 killed in 

Orlando, 53 injured. Ex-wife 

was strangled. (2016)

• Robert Lewis Dear – killed 3, 

wounded 9 at Colorado 

Springs Planned Parenthood. 

History of DV with 2 ex-wifes; 

Arrest for Rape (2015)

• NYMag.com, July 15, 2016



www.strangulationtraininginstitute.com CREATING PATHWAYS TO HOPE

11-21-21: Kills 6, Injures 18 while out 

on bail for $1k, running over girlfriend
• History of strangulation, 

resisting an officer
• Long history of violence across 

3 states, weapons and drugs
• Raped and impregnated 

teenager, registered sex 
offender

• Released Feb 2021 on $500, 
goes to Georgia, more arrests 
for DV, then comes back and 
beats, chokes and runs over Ex

• Drove his SUV into crowd, 
minutes after being involved in 
DV incident

• History of mental illness, ACE 
score, witnessed DV, 
abandoned his own kids
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Dr. Sean Dugan

Pediatrician

Shasta Community Health Center

Shasta Community Forensic Care

Team

(Redding, CA)



Strangulation

• Definition: Decreased blood 
flow to and from the head by 
means of external compression 
of the major blood vessels that 
supply the head

• Not the same as choking, but 
many patients will say “he/she 
choked me”

• Manual: Hands, forearm, other 
part of the body

• Ligature: Wire, cord, rope, etc.  



1) Carotid Artery

2) Jugular Vein

3) Hyoid Bone

4) Thyroid Cartilage

5) Cricoid Cartilage

6) Tracheal Rings

Reference: Training Institute on Strangulation Prevention https://upload.orthobullets.com/topic/12785/images/vertebral-artery-segments.jpg



Strangulation

• 4.4 pounds of pressure to occlude the jugular 
vein

• 11 pounds of pressure to occlude the carotid 
artery. 

• 33 pounds to completely occlude the trachea.  

• 18-66 pounds to completely occlude the 
vertebral arteries

• To put this into perspective, it only takes 

– 20 pounds of pressure to open a can of soda 

– the average adult male handshake is about 80-100
pounds of pressure

https://www.trzcacak.rs/imgm/TiJhRJ_business-handshake-png-image- businessmen-shaki ng-hands-png/
https://www.wikihow.com/Open-a-Shaken-Soda

https://www.trzcacak.rs/imgm/TiJhRJ_business-handshake-png-image-businessmen-shaking-hands-png/
https://www.wikihow.com/Open-a-Shaken-Soda


Strangulation & Brain Injury

• LOC (Loss of consciousness) occurs after 5-10 
seconds (avg 6.8 seconds) of complete occlusion of 
all arteries

• For each second of anoxia approximately 32,000 
neurons and 230 million synapses are lost

• Memory Loss (aka gaps in memory) = LOC
Reference: Saver 2005, Desai 2019, Berkman 2021494883489.0.jpg (1600×900) (vox-cdn.com)

https://cdn0.vox-cdn.com/thumbor/Syi2z53bDJotnVxE9u_4NPc5tPc=/0x71:1100x690/1600x900/cdn0.vox-cdn.com/uploads/chorus_image/image/33767809/494883489.0.jpg


Anxiety cells' identified in the brain's hippocampus - https://debuglies.com

http://debuglies.com/2018/02/01/anxiety-cells-identified-the-brains-hippocampus/


graphene-crystal-lattice_Medium.jpg (1600×1200) (diabetescommunity.com)

http://www.diabetescommunity.com/wp-content/uploads/graphene-crystal-lattice_Medium.jpg


How Long Until Nerve Damage? 

Brain vs. Extremity

Free stock photos courtesy of pixabay
A Guide to Building the Perfect Bug Out 

Bag | Backdoor Survival

5-10 Seconds Up to 2 hours  or 7,200 seconds

“Time is Brain”

https://www.backdoorsurvival.com/how-to-build-your-own-perfect-bug-out-bag/


An alteration or disruption in 
the normal function of the brain 

caused by external forces

• Hypoxia/Anoxia from 
Strangulation 

• Blunt force head injury

• Blast injuries 

• Penetrating head injury

• Acceleration/Deceleration 
Forces (shaking)

eif f el-tower-1889-andrew-f are.jpg (576×900) (f ineartamerica.comPhoto Courtesy  of Velroy Fernandes at Pexel.com

https://images.fineartamerica.com/images-medium-large-5/eiffel-tower-1889-andrew-fare.jpg


Mechanism of Injury 

+

Neurological symptoms 

= 

Traumatic Brain Injury

Photo Courtesy of Rachel Clair3e at Pexels.com



TBI is an EVENT not 
a syndrome





20130517050227!Angelsfalling.gif (500×281) (nocookie.net)

http://img4.wikia.nocookie.net/__cb20130516031909/supernatural/images/archive/4/41/20130517050227!Angelsfalling.gif


kid-excited-about-xmas-gift-gif.gif (360×288)

https://s3.amazonaws.com/spoonuniversi-wpengine/spoonuniversi/wp-content/uploads/sites/46/2016/02/kid-excited-about-xmas-gift-gif.gif


AMERICAN ACADEMY OF NEUROLOGY POSITION 

STATEMENT

“The medical literature and the cumulative experience of 
neurologists clearly indicate that restricting cerebral blood flow 
or oxygen delivery, even briefly, can cause permanent injury to 
the brain, including stroke, cognitive impairment, and even 
death. Unconsciousness resulting from such maneuvers is a 
manifestation of catastrophic global brain dysfunction.”

Largest association of neurologists 
and neuroscience professionals with 
36,000 members





What about 

Petechiae?

Petechiae, Subconjunctival Hemorrhages occur if at least 1 artery is still flowing with blood



How do we know the 

timeline of events?

• Rossen study 1943

• 126 “normal” and 11 schizophrenic 

volunteer male prison inmates 
ranging in age from 17-31

• Reay 1982, Sauvageau 2011,  

Mitchell 2012, Stellpflug 2020

• Video Footage

Reference: Training Institute on Strangulation PreventionRossen, Acute Arrest of Cerebral Circulation In Man, 1943





Atom Bomb Test, Bikini Atoll (1946) - GIF - Imgur

https://imgur.com/rcSLR2V


historia GIF on GIFER

https://i.gifer.com/Q621.gif


How do we know the 

timeline of events?

• Rossen study 1943

• 126 “normal” and 11 schizophrenic 

volunteer male prison inmates 
ranging in age from 17-31

• Reay 1982, Sauvageau 2011,  

Mitchell 2012, Stellpflug 2020

• Video Footage

Reference: Training Institute on Strangulation PreventionRossen, Acute Arrest of Cerebral Circulation In Man, 1943



sds

External Injury Vs. Internal Injury



Graphic Photo 
Warning!

Photo courtesy of Tima Miroshnichenko at Pexels.com



Strangled Less 

than 24 hours 

prior to 

examination 













Self Defense 

Wounds



Hoodi

e Mark



Shirt 

Collar 

Mark



Petechiae



Subconjunctival Hemorrhages







Bruises

• 50% of the time: bruises

• 50% of the time: no 

bruises

Photo courtesy of Oleg Magni at Pexels.com









Rates of External Injury 

• Approximately 50% of non-fatal strangulation (NFS) have no 
visible external injury

• 2016 – Zilkens et al: 1000 Sexual Assaults, 7.4% had NFS.  49.4% had 
no visible external injury

• 2001 – Strack et al: 300 Strangulation Patients, 151 (50.3%) had no 
visible external injuiry

• Approximately 40% of fatal strangulations have no visible 
external injury

• 2019 – Di Boos, also supported by 2001 Hawley/Strack and 1981 
Harm.  



Rates of External Injury 

• 1981 – Harm: 

• “We have not presumed 
to offer any judgements 
between the intensity of 
the strangulation and its 
effects, as it was obvious 
that some surviving 
victims quantitatively 
presented more marked 
external injuries on the 
neck and more 
pronounced petechiae 
than did homicidal 
victims.”  

fa3127bcaf1b8479e673a56de95e22f8.gif (351×347) (pinimg.com)

https://i.pinimg.com/originals/fa/31/27/fa3127bcaf1b8479e673a56de95e22f8.gif


Internal Injuries/Complications

• Carotid Artery Dissection 

• Vertebral Artery Dissection

• Hyoid Fracture

• Laryngeal Fracture

• Laryngeal Nerve Injury

• Phrenic Nerve Injury

• Hematoma

• Voice Changes

• Dyspnea

• Difficulty/Pain Breathing

• Facial Palsy

• Loss of Consciousness

• Hypoxic Brain Injury

• Anoxic Brain 
Injury/Traumatic Brain Injury

• Stroke (Ischemic event)

• Cerebral Edema

• Anxiety/Depression

• Suicidal Ideation

• Chronic Memory Problems

• Headaches

• Disability

Photo courtesy of homer-bart-simpson-psd-432991.png (390×400) (vectorhq.com)

https://images.vectorhq.com/images/previews/18b/homer-bart-simpson-psd-432991.png
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Jerry Fineman

Ret. Assistant District Attorney 

Riverside County District Attorney’s Office
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Laura Zimm

Assistant Public Defender

Duluth, Minnesota &

Advisory Member



Typical 
Defenses

• Self defense

• Defendant statement?
• Needs to be defending 

from a deadly attack



Typical 
Defenses

• Not intentional

• Impediment of 
blood/air flow takes 
time

• Know the medical 
research



Typical 
Defenses

**Accidental Carotid 
Sinus Stimulation

*Carotid sinus 
stimulation can reduce 
heart rate and blood 
pressure, but it does not 
cause cardiac 
arrhythmia and death 



Typical 
Defenses

• Victim is “feigning” 
strangulation

• Due to commonly lacking 
visible injuries, the signs 
are the same for a victim 
who is lying

• Medical opinion would be 
affected by victim’s 
inaccurate information

• DNA swab for victim’s 
neck? Defendant’s hands?



Typical 
Defenses

• No visible injury, no 
petechial hemorrhages, 
no urination, no 
defecation = no 
strangulation
• Know the medical 

research



Typical 
Defenses

IF petechia hemorrhages-
were non strangulation 
causes ruled out?



Non-
Strangulation 
causes of 
petechia

prolonged straining (cough, 
vomit, birth, weightlift)
-medications (phynytoin, 
penicillin, quinine,warfarin
Naproxen, heparin, cortisone, 
aspirin…)
-infectious diseases (cmv, 
endocarditis, mononucleosis,
Rocky mountain spotted fever, 
scarlet fever, sepsis,
Strep throat, viral hemorrhagic 
fevers, ebola, typhus)



Non-
Strangulation 
causes of 
petechia

non infectious diseases 
(vasculitis, 
thrombocytopenia, 
leukemia, scurvy, vitamin k 
deficiency, celiac, 
hypocalcemia, Kawasaki, 
aplastic anemia, lupus, 
marasmus…)



Consent 
Defense

• You cannot consent to what 
can kill you

• To date, there is not a single 
appellate court decision 
anywhere in this country 
that has accepted consent as 
a defense in an assault or 
abuse prosecution arising 
from BDSM conduct 
(Bondage, 
Discipline/Dominance, 
Submission/Sadism, and 
Masochism)



Consent Case 
Law – Public 
Policy

• As a matter of public policy, a 
person cannot avoid criminal 
responsibility for an assault 
that causes injury or carries a 
risk of serious harm, even if 
the victim asked for or 
consented to the act



Consent 
Defense

If persistent in the defense, the 
defendant will usually have to testify.

*was there a “contract”

*did defendant know of the 
dangers

*what was the parties 
relationship

*any priors

*did the victim call the police

*defendant’s subsequent actions



Mixed Martial 
Arts Fighters

MMA fighters are 
strangled all the time with 
no injuries

*Not True



What about Mixed Martial Arts?

• Recent studies examine whether “chokes” can lead to brain trauma 
and chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE)

• 2 studies claim “choking” can lead to CTE

• 2018 a study was published discussing the risk of Vertebral Artery 
Dissection from chokeholds in combative sports. A more recent case 
study was published suggesting that in addition to this, repetitive 
chokes may be concerning from a cognitive impairment perspective.

• Chronic intermittent hypoxia brought about by choking and grappling 
of the neck, which are commonly used in MMA, may contribute to 
neuronal dysfunction via reduction in cerebral tissue oxygenation.

https://combatsportslaw.com/2018/12/11/soldier-suffers-stroke-after-bjj-chokehold/


Combatives Doctors Cautioned to Lookout for Vertebral Artery Dissection 
Following Complications From Chokeholds

Posted on December 11, 2018 by EMagraken

Adding to this site’s combat sports safety study archives a recent article was 
published warning doctors overseeing combative sports training to be aware 
of the risk of spontaneous vertebral artery dissection following a chokehold 
submission.

https://combatsportslaw.com/2018/12/11/soldier-suffers-stroke-after-bjj-chokehold/stroke-from-chokehold/
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Identifying the Dominant 

Aggressor

Gael Strack, CEO & Co-Founder
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Self-Defense: 65% (Harm, 1981): No. 1 

Backs of Hands; No. 2 Face/Shoulder
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Why suspect exams?

• One strangulation study found 

13 out of 20 suspects 

(stranglers) had injuries upon 

examination. (Harm, 1981)

• Scratch marks to the face.

• Scratch marks to the hand.
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Injuries on Suspects/Stranglers

Rapists Non-Rapist 
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Upcoming Webinar on Identifying the 

Dominant Aggressor
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35 States with Primary Aggressor Laws 

as of 2018
• Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, 

Colorado, Connecticut,  Florida, Georgia, Iowa, 

Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Mississippi,  Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, 

Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 

York, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, 

Rhode Island, South Carolina, South Dakota, 

Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Washington, 

and Wisconsin

122
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Dominant Aggressor -PC13701(b) 

mandates:

◼Must make effort to identify dominant aggressor

◼Most significant aggressor not first to strike

◼Avoid dual arrests 

◼Factors which must be considered:
◼Intent of the law to protect victims

◼Threats creating fear of physical violence

◼History of domestic violence

◼Whether either person acted in self defense
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EXPERT 

WITNESSES
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DEFENSE EXPERT

• Should assist the defense with an evaluation of 
the state’s medical evidence and expert report (if 
any)

• Should meet with the defense attorney and 
review questions, included anticipated cross 
examination

• Are the state’s opinions based on the current 
medical and forensic literature?

• Provide the state with medical and forensic 
literature 
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STATE’S EXPERT

*Are you going to be able to use the expert’s 

testimony to your advantage?

OR

*Is this an expert that you must try to “destroy”?

ATTACK the INFORMATION

OPINION

EXPERT
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ATTACKING THE INFORMATION

• Did they get everything to review?

• Who gave it to them?

• When did they get it?

• Who have they talked to about the case?

• When did they talk to them?
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ATTACKING THE OPINION

• Opinion is based on flawed information

• Opinion is based on a hypothetical set of facts 

that don’t exist
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ATTACKING THE STATE’S EXPERT

• Prior inconsistent statement

• Always a state’s expert

• Prior writings

• Experience

• Reliance on treatises/research

• Financial benefit

• Level of uncertainty

• Examination effort-other causes
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ATTACKING THE STATE’S EXPERT

• Keep them in their lane

▫ Limit area of expertise

• Use the State’s expert for your case

▫ Other causes of petechia

▫ Medical findings don’t match victim’s 
statement/scene investigation 
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Questions
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It’s easy to join our mailing list!

Just send your email address by text message: 

Text 

HOPEGIVER
To 22828 to get started. 

Message and data rates may apply. 
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29th August Advanced Course on 

Strangulation Prevention
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2 Day Virtual Pediatric Strangulation 

Training – September 2022
• Day 1 – All Things Medical

▫ Context, ACEs

▫ 50% kids are present during 
strangulation

▫ 10% kids are strangled when mom 
is strangled

▫ 1% of kids report

▫ Kids are different

▫ Signs & Symptoms are Similar

▫ Out of control, not power & control

▫ Current research 

• Day 2 – All Things Legal

▫ Investigation Tips

▫ Emerging Law

▫ Institute Resources

▫ Recommendations

▫ Giviing HOPE
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In October 2022 …..

• Family Members

• Dr. Brent Turvey & Dr. Smock 

– leading forensic experts

• 3 ½ days

• 4 Cases/Crime Scenes

▫ Stacy – Accidental fall in the 

bathtub

▫ Libby – Suicide by hanging 

(his belt)

▫ Mary – Suicide by cord pulled 

tight (going through divorce)

▫ Emily – Suicide by hanging 

outside
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Follow Us Online

@iam4hope

@familyjustice

allianceforhope.com

strangulationtraininginstitute.com

familyjusticecenter.com

camphopeamerica.com
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Thank you!

Gael Strack, JD, CEO & Co-Founder

Alliance for HOPE International,

Training Institute on Strangulation

Prevention
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Special Thank You to OVW!

This project is supported all or in part by Grant No. 2016-TA-AX-

K067 awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. 

Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations expressed in this publication/program/exhibition 

are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views 

of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women.


