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Rance Thomas: Building bridges 

between community and police in 

Florissant
he Florissant Police Department and city government should be commended for terminating detective 
Joshua L. Smith as quickly as they did after he, apparently intentionally, ran into a non-threatening, 
unarmed black man with an automobile and struck him while he was on the ground. They took action 
more quickly than a number of other departments in the country when faced with similar video 
evidence of abuse.Chief Timothy Fagan deserves a lot of credit for taking the action he did. The 
detective’s behavior was truly unexpected and unacceptable. It was unexpected because North County 
Churches Uniting for Racial Harmony and Justice has been working with this department to help it 
improve its relations with the community, especially the African American community. The group 
consists of 27 churches of various denominations including six Catholic churches and four different 
denominational churches in Ferguson, and it works to promote racial understanding and social justice 
in North County. Over the last 20 years, it has been working with various chiefs of the Florissant Police 
Department, including the late Mayor Robert Lowery when he was chief and his successors. Among 
them were the more recent police chief Timothy Lowery and Fagan.Since our first meeting with Robert 
Lowery, the department was very cooperative and willing to make changes as necessary. For example, 
in the early days, at the North County church group’s suggestion, Lowery brought in a community 
relations specialist to train officers. It worked with our group and other police departments and local 
school districts over the years to improve police-community relations. Since the Michael Brown killing 
and the riots in Ferguson, it has been working with a committee that consists of three pastors, four 
other police departments, the superintendent of Hazelwood School District, a representative of 
the Ferguson-Florissant School District, a representative of the St. Louis County prosecutor’s office, 
and several others in making changes to build bridges with the African American community.
For the last five years, it has adopted the North County church group’s “summons of joy” program that 
takes place every Christmas season. This program is highly appreciated by the community. Our group 
purchases gift cards for the Florissant Police Department to pass out to those stopped by officers for 
minor violations, especially to those who appear to have a financial need. Instead of giving them tickets 
for the minor violations, officers give them a warning and the gift cards, primarily to African 
Americans. They have given out 45 to 98 cards each year for a total of over $30,000 over the last five 
years. The individuals who receive the gift cards love it, and so do the police officers, because they 
receive many thanks and hugs that they have never received before. In fact, the police have called and 
asked when the program will start again. This is why the behavior of the detective was so unexpected 
and definitely unacceptable. The department has been working very hard to improve its relations with 
the African American community. This one incident has done a great deal of damage to the image of 
the department, and quickly terminating the officer was justified. A fair investigation should be 
conducted, and legal action should be taken against the detective if appropriate. Rance Thomas, 
Ph.D., is a professor emeritus of sociology and criminal justice at Southern Illinois University at 
Edwardsville.
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ST. LOUIS COUNTY, Mo. – Arlydia Bufford remains in the hospital after being shot earlier this week at 

a St. John’s Applebee’s restaurant. The Hazelwood East High School graduate will have a long and 

expensive road back to health.

On Thursday, firefighters from all across the St. Louis area showed up at the Ferguson Brewing 

Company to raise money on her behalf.

“She’s recovering well. She is listed in critical but stable condition,” said Kinloch Fire Chief Kevin 

Stewart. “She underwent a procedure last night and the procedure went well.”

Bufford, 20, was one of three women shot Monday night inside the Applebee’s. She was with other 

first responders at the restaurant when a gunman opened fire around 9:20 p.m.

The suspect targeted two women sitting at a different table, killing one and wounding another, who is 

expected to survive. The gunman then shot Bufford moments later. She was raced to a local hospital 

inside a patrol car. A fire captain who was with her at the restaurant is credited with keeping her alive.

“(Bufford) can’t work. No telling how long the recovery will be, she will have expenses and medical 

bills,” Stewart said.

Ferguson Brewery was crowded inside; our cameras were not allowed inside due to social distancing 

rules. The owner was so busy he couldn’t stop to talk, but Chief Stewart said it was his idea to do the 

fundraiser.

“Out of the goodness of his heart, he reached out to us and said, ‘I want to do this for your firefighter 

and family.’ He organized this dine-in to donate event,” Stewart said.

Not only are firefighters showing up at events, but Chief Stewart’s has not stopped ringing with calls of 

support.

“Every fire chief in St. Louis County and St. Charles County has personally reached out and given 

words of encouragement and supported all the fundraising events,” he said.

The fundraiser runs until 9 p.m. and includes carryout orders.

On Sunday, June 28, Mattingly’s Embroidery in Overland will host a benefit barbecue. T-Shirts will be 

available for purchase and all proceeds will go toward Bufford’s medical expenses.

In addition, BackStoppers has stepped to help her family with her medical bills. Anyone interested in 

donating to the Bufford family may visit the following link.
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https://www.gofundme.com/f/offduty-firefighter-shot?utm_source=customer&utm_campaign=m_pd+share-sheet&utm_medium=copy_link-tip

