“I CAN'T BREATHE” - DEATH IN CUSTODY - “police dug their knees into him and pinned him to the ground … two were on his neck, two at the back, and one in the middle,” says niece, “I was telling them to get off him because he couldn't breathe.”

'Excessive force used' (Northern Territory News, 3 January 2008).

The family of a man who died in police custody has slammed the way police restrained him, saying the officers used “too much force”.

The 52-year-old man died on Tuesday afternoon after police tried to restrain him in response to reports he was causing a disturbance at a Palmerston home.

The deceased man's family said five police officers – including one female - “dug their knees into him and pinned him to the ground” outside their home.

The man's niece wiped away tears as she told the Northern Territory News how she screamed for the officers to get off him.

“They were too rough and we all think they have done the wrong thing,” she said. “They used too much force on my uncle. I was telling them to get off him because he couldn't breathe.”

“There were five cops holding him down – two were on his neck, two at the back, and one female cop in the middle. He was an asthmatic and they were putting his face down into the dirt on the floor. 

They also had capsicum spray.”

But NT Police Assistant Commissioner of Crime and Support Services Mark McAdie defended the actions of the officers involved.

He said they had not been stood down.

“We have no reason to believe that our members did anything except behave in the most professional and appropriate manner … notwithstanding the tragic outcome,” he said.

“Remembering, each of these incidents arises from the actions of other people that essentially causes us to take action.”

Mr McAdie said another resident at the home on Waterhouse Crescent in Driver, Palmerston, had phoned police about 4.50pm on Tuesday to say a 52-year-old man was causing a disturbance.

When officers attended, they tried to take the man into protective custody for drunkenness and he “apparently stopped breathing.”

They tried to resuscitate him at the scene until St John Ambulance arrived and took him to Royal Darwin Hospital, where he was pronounced dead.

He cannot be named for cultural reasons.

But he was the father-of-five, from Ramingining, and had come to Darwin with his wife to spen Christmas and New Year.

