My name is Debbie Smith…I am the proud Mother of Matt Carrington.   On February 2, 2005 my son was killed in the water-hazing incident at Chico State.  Matt was a sweet, caring and thoughtful boy who always dared to care for others before himself.  He was smart, energetic and working hard to put himself through college.  Matt was a young man with such a bright professional future. 
 
I am writing to seek your support for “Matt’s Law”.  A new law is needed to prevent and STOP hazing and assist law enforcement and prosecutors to seek appropriate penalties against anyone who participates in these illegal activities.
 
Matt began pledging for a friend with the Chi Tau Fraternity but in the process realized he genuinely enjoyed the young men who were a part of this fraternity…realizing what their friendships meant to him and would in the future.  So much so the fraternity members nicknamed him “Super Pledge” and were grooming him to become the President of the Fraternity within the next year and a half.  Unfortunately what the fraternity members refused to acknowledge to themselves (or anyone else) that during the pledges initiation the acts of hazing is a combination of abusive, serious and dangerous acts that have resulted in death(s).
 
In my conversations with those involved in Matt’s death, some did not even know there was a hazing law at the time and for others they did not take it seriously inasmuch as no one was ever reprimanded even when a death did occur.  The current hazing law is likened to jay walking!  I find it disturbing and disheartening but had to finally realize that until now no one has ever taken it seriously.  
 
This Bill is very important because it will let people know that hazing is unacceptable and that those that participate in these heinous acts will be held legally accountable for their actions.  I want everyone to know that the fraternity members now in jail for the part they played in my son’s death are in agreement.  THIS IS AN IMPORTANT LAW and would go a long way in encouraging fraternities and sororities to think twice before they perform any hideous acts against another creature on this planet.  
 
The fight to change the current hazing law is not about filling our prisons with young men and women who make a mistake.  I am in the fight for Matt’s Law as a Mom who wants to put all young people on ALERT and aware of the consequences of such illegal actions.  It is about SAVING innocent lives, including the aftermath and destruction for families and still make it very clear…YOU WILL GO TO PRISON for an act of hazing!  
Unfortunately, time has shown the possibilities of causing long-term harm, yet even death has not put a STOP TO HAZING.  So now it is time to find another way.  If recognizing and the fear of hurting or maiming someone is not enough to STOP HAZING…then the fear of giving up your freedom must be the penalty.  One way or another, we have to do what we can to STOP HAZING and these abuses against our innocent children.    
 
Aside from the unbearable anguish we continue to suffer, let me give you some insight as to what happened from the time our son was killed on February 2nd until October 28th when those being charged with involuntary manslaughter did plead guilty for their various acts and involvement.   Right from the start, we were told by the police that even though they had the evidence to arrest several fraternity members there was a good chance no one would be held accountable for killing our son because of the way the current hazing law is written.  
 
One month later, when back in the Chico Police Department, we found out for the first time what did happen to our son in the last 3 torturous days of his life and this was just minutes prior to walking into a room filled with media, several cameras in our faces rolling, snapping and taking picture after picture.  However, this time there were warrants out for the arrest of eight Chi Tau fraternity members for the part they played in Matt’s death.  So we thought “OK”, they will be held accountable for what they did to out dear son Matt.
 
From that day forward everyone suffered not only for our loss of Matt but endured tortured days, weeks and months in pursuit of justice for his untimely death.  I don’t allude to just Matt’s loved ones, I mean everyone who knew and cared about Matt, including fraternity members involved, now their families, and anyone involved in the case, be it the county, state or law enforcement.  All of us end up “footing the bill” for such senseless mistakes.  Every 2-weeks (sometimes more often) and from that day forward, we (family and friends) took the day off work, met at 4:45am at our home in Pleasant Hill for the 2 ½ hour drive to Oroville County Courthouse to listen as defense attorneys argue that while their clients are guilty of the charges and terrible acts against Matt (our son), they cannot be held accountable because of the way the hazing laws are written. District Attorney, Ramsey would take us into an anti-room and gently advise us that on any given day the Judge could rule that “the People” do not have a case because of the way the law is written. 
 

We all lived our lives in 2-week long spans; wondering for 8-months what was the agenda for next trip to Court; what would the outcome be?  Will the Judge throw out this case, did he recognize and hear our pain and will he acknowledge our demands for changes to hazing laws?  Would this ever be over and justice served for Matt, his loved ones, including all those whose lives had been touched by this tragic event?  This just can’t happen again but it will if hazing laws are not changed.
 
Until anyone of us is forced to go through the unending sorrow and pain of being faced with on going Court dates; preparing yourself to face those persons responsible for taking your child’s life; attempting calm while listening to opposing counsel defend the perpetrators simply because the hazing law is inadequate as written.  That was the only defense the defendants had – they admitted guilt for Matt’s death.  It was about taking the life of my child and allowing that it didn’t matter at all…it was OK if Matt was dead.  
 
In the end, those responsible could no longer handle the guilt of what they had done and the pain and grief caused at losing Matt for family and friends…and the burden for their own families.  It was too much, and DA Ramsey approached me and asked me to speak with one of their attorneys and work out an arrangement for defendants to change their pleas.  

 
I am proud of these young men for accepting full responsibility and as I have spent time with them, reached acceptance and truly feel they never did intend to kill Matt, so accepting responsibility for his death by their actions, the passing of Matt’s Law will bring hope to their adversity too.
 
IT IS TIME TO CHANGE THE LAW AND LET IT BE KNOWN THAT THESE

ILLEGAL ACTS WILL STOP!  A PARTICIPANT IN HAZING WILL GO TO JAIL.

In order to make this happen, we need your support to make Matt’s Law reality.  Please write your letter of support to the author of this Senate Bill No. 1454.
 
Senator Tom Torlakson
State Capitol, Room 4032
Sacramento, CA 95814
Fax (916) 445-2527
 
Please help us stop hazing and the senseless deaths of our young people.  How many more must die before we take this seriously?
 
Sincerely,
Debbie Smith, MM 

Matt’s Story

As part of pledging the fraternity, Matt was initially required to undergo relatively innocuous, albeit embarrassing, pranks.  As the pledge period continued, however, the required activities became increasingly more embarrassing, difficult, and dangerous.


The pledge period culminated in “Hell Week,” which began on January 30, 2005.  The pledges were told that the basement of the fraternity house would be their home for Hell Week.  The 10-foot by 20-foot basement was cold and dirty, littered with cigarette butts, and scrawled with graffiti, including the ominous statement, “In the basement, no one can hear your screams.”  Large holes were cut into the wall in which the pledges were required to sleep.


The first night of Hell Week, Matt was ordered to do calisthenics in the frigid basement.  The sewer line in the fraternity house had broken that day, and the basement was flooded with sewage.  Rather than cancel the initiation ritual, Matt was compelled to do push-ups and sit-ups in two to three inches of sewage.  The events in the sewage-filled basement lasted until about five o’clock the next morning.


The next night, January 31, 2005, at about 11pm, the fraternity held an initiation event called “Pledge Olympics.”  During this event, Matt and the other pledge were compelled to do calisthenics, other assorted exercises and run up and down the stairs until approximately 3am.


The following night, February 1, 2005, was dubbed “Movie Night.”  It began late Tuesday night and lasted until early the next morning.  A fraternity member known as the Pledge General and other fraternity members played poker in the basement while watching a movie.  Meanwhile, the pledges, wearing only jeans and underwear – they were ordered to take off their shoes, socks, and T-shirts – were required to stand on one foot on a wooden bench and drink copious amounts of water from a 5 gallon Alhambra bottle.  As they were doing so, fraternity members asked them difficult questions about the fraternity’s history.  If they answered incorrectly, they were ordered to do push ups or other calisthenics on the basement floor.  All times throughout the night fraternity members would yell out “Take one for the Homie” at which time the pledges would have to pour water on themselves while having fans aimed at them blowing in the below 40 degree temperatures from outside.  The pledges had to ask permission to urinate on themselves, so that the fraternity members would know when to make fun of them.  According to other fraternity members, similar if not the exact initiation rituals have been used by the fraternity for over twenty years.


At approximately 4am as Matt was struggling to do more push-ups after the other pledge answered yet another question incorrectly he collapsed and went into a seizure.  The seizure lasted one to two minutes.  As one fraternity member ran upstairs to call 911 he was stopped because someone thought they heard Matt snoring.  In fact, Matt was not snoring he was struggling to breath.


Rather than get help, fraternity members changed Matt out of his wet cloths, wrapped him in a blanket and laid him on a couch.  By that point Matt’s brain and heart were swelling with water his blood had become dangerously thin and his liver and kidneys were failing.


At approximately 5am – an hour after he collapsed – The fraternity members heard a gurgling sound coming from Matt and noticed that he had stopped breathing.  The pledge attempted to perform resuscitative breathing while a fraternity member called 911.  Matt was taken to Enloe Medical Center in Chico where he was pronounced dead.


Matt died from cardiac dysrhythmia and cerebral edema, or brain swelling, due to hyponatremia, or “water intoxication.”  Hypothermia brought on by the forced drinking of water, being doused with water, and having the fans turned on him in the 40-degree basement also contributed to his death.

