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March 22, 2011

Parents of Rutgers Student in Suicide Say No ‘Harsh’ Penalty Is Needed

By LISA W. FODERARO
The parents of Tyler Clementi, the Rutgers University student whose suicide last fall focused national attention on bullying, say in a statement that they are not interested in “harsh punishment” for Mr. Clementi’s former roommate, who was accused of secretly streaming video of a romantic encounter between Mr. Clementi and another man.

But in the statement, released on Monday to The Star-Ledger of Newark, the Clementi family and their lawyer expressed an eagerness to see the six-month-old criminal case proceed against the ex-roommate and another former Rutgers student.

The statement is the fullest public comment to date from the parents, Jane and Joseph Clementi, of Ridgewood, N.J., who wrote that they were starting the Tyler Clementi Foundation to raise awareness of bullying, encourage research on the effects of electronic media and help vulnerable young people.

“We have done our best to deal with the grief and pain of the death of our son, Tyler, in awful circumstances,” the Clementis wrote, “while dealing with the crush of media attention, the pending criminal investigations and, of course, our own unanswered questions.”

After discovering that his roommate had spied on him, the authorities said, Mr. Clementi, 18, a Rutgers freshman and an accomplished violinist, jumped from the George Washington Bridge on Sept. 22.

The roommate, Dharun Ravi, and Molly Wei, a fellow dormitory resident, were charged with invasion of privacy, accused of using a computer camera to view and transmit a live image of Mr. Clementi. Mr. Ravi was also charged with additional counts of privacy invasion. The authorities said he tried to use the camera a second time and boasted on Twitter that he had seen his roommate “making out with a dude.”

The suicide unleashed a national discussion about bullying, especially given new digital technologies, and the victimization of gay and lesbian youth. In January, New Jersey enacted the nation’s toughest law against bullying and harassment. And Rutgers responded in several ways. Among other things, it announced a plan to introduce gender-neutral housing — co-ed dorm rooms for gay, lesbian and transgender students who request it — and new staff training in suicide awareness.

Soon after the initial charges were filed, prosecutors said they were exploring whether bias had played a role in the episode. But there has been no indictment, and additional hate-crime charges have not been filed.

On Tuesday, Jim O’Neill, a spokesman for the Middlesex County Prosecutor’s Office, said only that “the case was continuing.” Mr. Ravi’s lawyer did not respond to a phone message; Ms. Wei’s lawyer would not comment.

The most serious of the existing charges carry a maximum sentence of five years. In his own statement, a lawyer for the Clementis, Paul Mainardi, said the family was not seeking “any particularly harsh punishment” for Mr. Ravi, who has left Rutgers. They understand, Mr. Mainardi said, that “the tragedy that has unfolded has already encompassed this young man as well.”

But the Clementis want to see existing laws applied “appropriately and in due course,” he said.

“As a matter of principle, and based on the facts known to us,” he wrote, “we feel it is important to establish accountability, and to further establish that Tyler was subject to criminal acts, not merely a college prank, as some may argue."
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