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CERTIFIED TRAINER SUPPLEMENTAL DOCUMENT
This document is intended exclusively for VEST Certified Trainers delivering VEST Level I, II, and III curriculum in  

the state of California. It is not a substitute for legal counsel.

PART I: THE CALIFORNIA SELF-DEFENSE STATUTORY FRAMEWORK

California's self-defense laws are codified in the California Penal Code and derive heavily from case 
law and jury instructions (CALCRIM). The foundational provisions are California Penal Code § 197 
(justifiable homicide/deadly force) and Penal Code § 198.5 (Castle Doctrine). California does not 
have a statutory Stand Your Ground law, but case law has established that there is generally no 
duty to retreat before using force in self-defense — persons may stand their ground anywhere they 
are lawfully present.

CORE STATUTE MAP

STATUTE SUBJECT MATTER

CA Penal Code § 197 Justifiable Homicide — Deadly Force in Defense of Self or Others

CA Penal Code § 198.5 Castle Doctrine — Home Defense Presumption

CA Penal Code §§ 196–199 General Justifiable Use of Force Framework

CA Penal Code § 241(c) Assault on Peace Officer, Firefighter, or EMT — Enhanced Penalty

CA Penal Code § 243(b) Battery on Peace Officer, Firefighter, or EMT — Enhanced Penalty

CA Gov. Code § 7286.5 Chokehold and Carotid Restraint Prohibition (AB 1196, 2020)

CA Gov. Code § 7286 Law Enforcement Use of Force Policy Requirements

California Penal Code §§ 196–198 — Self-Defense Principles and Justifiable 
Homicide
California's primary self-defense framework is grounded in the concept of 'justifiable' homicide 
under §§ 196–198. The key elements for a valid self-defense claim in California are:

1. You reasonably believed that you or someone else was in imminent danger of being killed, 
suffering great bodily injury, or being touched unlawfully.
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2. You reasonably believed that using force was necessary to defend against that danger.
3. You used no more force than was reasonably necessary to defend against that danger.

'Reasonableness' is judged from an objective standpoint — what a reasonable person in the same 
situation would have believed and done. Subjective fear alone is insufficient; the belief must be one 
a reasonable person would share.

Deadly Force — Justifiable Homicide Under § 197
Deadly force is justified when a person reasonably believes that they or another person is in 
imminent danger of being killed, suffering great bodily injury, or in immediate danger from a forcible 
felony. California follows the 'honest and reasonable belief' standard for deadly force.

"Any person using force intended or likely to cause death or great bodily injury within his or 
her residence shall be presumed to have held a reasonable fear of imminent peril of death or  
great bodily injury to self, family, or a member of the household when that force is used 
against another person, not a member of the family or household, who unlawfully and 
forcibly enters or has unlawfully and forcibly entered the residence and the person using the 
force knew or had reason to believe that an unlawful and forcible entry occurred." — Cal. 
Penal Code § 198.5

FOR FIRST RESPONDERS:
California's self-defense statutes apply to EMS and fire personnel as civilians. A paramedic or 
firefighter attacked on duty may use force — including deadly force when imminent death or 
great bodily injury is threatened — to defend themselves or a third party. The same 'reasonable 
and honest belief' standard applies at every scene.

California Penal Code § 198.5 — Castle Doctrine
The California Castle Doctrine is codified in § 198.5 and applies exclusively to one's RESIDENCE 
— not vehicles or workplaces. The statute creates a legal PRESUMPTION of reasonable fear when 
someone using force in their home is defending against an unlawful and forcible entry.

"Any person using force intended or likely to cause death or great bodily injury within his or 
her residence shall be presumed to have held a reasonable fear of imminent peril of death or  
great bodily injury to self, family, or a member of the household when that force is used 
against another person... who unlawfully and forcibly enters or has unlawfully and forcibly 
entered the residence."

KEY LIMITATIONS OF CALIFORNIA'S CASTLE DOCTRINE:
▪ Applies ONLY inside the physical residence — exterior areas like yards, driveways, and 

unenclosed porches generally do NOT qualify.
▪ Applies ONLY to persons who are NOT members of the family or household — California's 

Castle Doctrine does not cover intra-household violence.
▪ Does NOT extend to vehicles or places of employment under the statute.
▪ The intruder must have made an unlawful AND forcible entry — both elements are required.
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IMPORTANT LIMITATION FOR FIRST RESPONDERS:
California's Castle Doctrine does NOT extend to ambulances, fire apparatus, or places of 
employment. Unlike Texas, Missouri, and South Dakota, a California paramedic attacked inside 
their ambulance does not receive the Castle Doctrine presumption. They must rely on the 
general self-defense standard under §§ 196–198. This is a meaningful legal distinction that 
affects how California EMS providers document and articulate their defensive actions.

PART II: DUTY TO RETREAT — CALIFORNIA'S POSITION

California does NOT have a statutory Stand Your Ground law. However, California case law and 
jury instructions have established that persons have NO duty to retreat before using force in self-
defense in most circumstances. The right to stand one's ground is recognized under California 
common law but is not as explicitly codified as in Texas, Missouri, or South Dakota.

"California does not require people to run away, retreat, or hide should they find themselves 
being attacked. If you are somewhere you are entitled to be, like a public area, then you can 
use the necessary force to remain in that place without becoming the victim of a violent 
crime."

California's no-retreat principle is subject to the 'reasonableness' analysis — meaning the decision 
not to retreat may be considered in evaluating whether force was necessary. Unlike Texas's explicit 
evidentiary bar (§ 9.32(d)), California has no provision prohibiting a jury from considering whether 
retreat was available. In practice, the no-retreat principle is well-established, but it operates through 
case law rather than statute.

▪ No STATUTORY duty to retreat — California case law and jury instructions establish no 
obligation to flee.

▪ Failure to retreat CAN be considered — unlike Texas, no statutory bar prevents jurors from 
considering whether retreat was possible.

▪ Castle Doctrine location (inside residence) — no retreat is required.
▪ You may stand your ground anywhere you are lawfully present — but the 'reasonableness' 

analysis still applies.

PART III: FIRST RESPONDER ASSAULT — ENHANCED CRIMINAL 
PROTECTIONS

California Penal Code § 241(c) — Assault on Emergency Personnel
California elevates assault to an aggravated offense when directed at a peace officer, firefighter, 
emergency medical technician, lifeguard, or other specified emergency personnel engaged in their 
duties. The actor must know or reasonably should know the victim is an emergency service provider 
in the performance of duties.
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Enhanced Penalty: Assault on a peace officer, firefighter, or EMT is punishable by a fine not 
exceeding $2,000 and/or imprisonment in county jail not exceeding one year — elevated from the 
standard $1,000/6 months for ordinary assault. More serious forms of assault escalate further.

California Penal Code § 243(b) — Battery on Emergency Personnel
Battery against a peace officer, firefighter, emergency medical technician, or other specified 
emergency personnel engaged in the performance of duties is a misdemeanor with enhanced 
penalties. When the battery causes injury, it is elevated to a more serious offense. The actor must 
know or reasonably should know the victim is emergency personnel performing official duties.

Aggravated Battery — § 243(c)
If battery against a peace officer, firefighter, EMT, or other specified emergency personnel causes 
injury, the offense is punishable by up to 3 years imprisonment — substantially enhanced from the 
standard battery penalty. California's assault and battery enhancement scheme specifically 
identifies EMS and fire personnel as protected classes.

TRAINER EMPHASIS:
California's enhanced assault and battery penalties apply whenever the attacker knows or 
reasonably should know the victim is a first responder performing their duties. Trainers should 
emphasize that wearing a uniform or operating a marked unit establishes this constructive 
knowledge — a critical element that strengthens prosecution of attacks on California EMS and 
fire crews.

PART IV: POLICE USE OF FORCE & THE CHOKEHOLD STATUTE

California Gov. Code § 7286.5 — Complete Chokehold and Carotid Restraint 
Prohibition (AB 1196, 2020)
California enacted AB 1196, signed by Governor Newsom on September 30, 2020, which created 
the most comprehensive statutory prohibition on neck restraints in the country. The prohibition is 
codified at California Government Code § 7286.5.

"A law enforcement agency shall not authorize the use of a carotid restraint or choke hold by  
any peace officer employed by that agency. A law enforcement agency shall not authorize 
techniques or transport methods that involve a substantial risk of positional asphyxia."

DEFINITIONS — Gov. Code § 7286.5(b):
▪ Carotid Restraint — any vascular neck restraint or similar hold in which pressure is applied 

to the sides of a person's neck, involving a substantial risk of restricting blood flow, that may 
render the person unconscious.

▪ Choke Hold — any defensive tactic in which direct pressure is applied to a person's trachea 
or windpipe.
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▪ Positional Asphyxia — situating a person in a manner that compresses their airway, 
including any position where pressure or body weight is unreasonably applied against a 
restrained person's neck, torso, or back.

SCOPE OF CALIFORNIA'S PROHIBITION — THE BROADEST IN THE COUNTRY:
▪ Carotid restraints — CATEGORICALLY PROHIBITED. No exceptions. No life-safety carve-

out in the statute itself.
▪ Respiratory chokeholds — CATEGORICALLY PROHIBITED. No exceptions.
▪ Positional asphyxia techniques — PROHIBITED.
▪ California's prohibition is absolute by statute — unlike Texas (life-safety exception) and 

Missouri (life-safety exception for respiratory holds). No circumstances authorize a California 
law enforcement officer to use a chokehold or carotid restraint under state law.

California Gov. Code § 7286 — Use of Force Policy Requirements
California requires all law enforcement agencies to maintain written use-of-force policies meeting 
minimum statutory standards. These policies must include training requirements, accountability 
provisions, and alignment with the § 7286.5 prohibition on chokeholds and carotid restraints. 
Officers must also be trained in de-escalation, implicit bias, and duty to intervene when witnessing 
excessive force.

CALIFORNIA IS THE STRICTEST IN THE NATION ON NECK RESTRAINTS:
California's § 7286.5 is a complete categorical ban with NO exceptions for life-threatening 
scenarios — it prohibits all law enforcement agencies from authorizing any neck restraint under 
any circumstances. This makes California significantly more restrictive than Texas (which 
retains a life-safety exception), Missouri (which only restricts respiratory holds), Minnesota 
(which has a broader ban but arose from legislative reform), and Wisconsin (which relies on 
agency policy authorization).

FIRST RESPONDERS VS. LAW ENFORCEMENT:
California Gov. Code § 7286.5 applies ONLY to law enforcement agencies and their peace 
officers. EMS and fire personnel are governed by the civilian self-defense framework under 
Penal Code §§ 196–198. A California paramedic defending their life against a violent attack is 
evaluated only under the civilian standard — not the police chokehold prohibition. There is no 
California statute that restricts civilian first responders from using physical defensive techniques 
in lawful self-defense.

PART V: APPLYING VEST PRINCIPLES UNDER CALIFORNIA LAW

California's self-defense framework is technically strong but requires careful attention to the Castle 
Doctrine limitation (residence only) and the case law nature of the no-retreat principle. VEST 
training principles align with what California law requires and protects.
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1. You Have the Legal Right to Defend Yourself — No Duty to Retreat
California case law establishes that you have no legal obligation to flee before defending yourself at 
any location where you are lawfully present. A California EMS provider or firefighter has the right to 
stand their ground and use force when they reasonably believe it is necessary to prevent imminent 
death or great bodily injury. VEST training reinforces this right through scenario-based decision-
making and documented threat response.

2. Document Thoroughly — Case Law Standards Require More Evidentiary Support
Because California's no-retreat principle derives from case law rather than statute, and because 
failure to retreat is not explicitly barred from jury consideration (unlike Texas), documentation is 
especially important in California. PCR narratives should capture: the nature of the threat, why 
retreat was not safe or available, all verbal de-escalation attempts, the speed of escalation, and the 
specific actions that made force necessary. This documentation record supports the 
reasonableness analysis California courts apply.

3. The Ambulance Is Not Your Castle in California — Know the Difference
California's Castle Doctrine (§ 198.5) applies only inside a residence. An ambulance or fire station 
does NOT receive the Castle Doctrine presumption under California law. California EMS crews 
must rely on the general self-defense standard for all non-residential incidents. VEST compartment 
security and environmental risk reduction training remains tactically essential but does not carry 
California Castle Doctrine legal status.

4. De-Escalation Is Legally Expected in California
California's use-of-force training standards — required for all law enforcement under Gov. Code § 
7286 — emphasize de-escalation as a primary intervention. While these standards apply to police, 
they reflect the broader legal culture of California courts, which expect proportionality and 
exhaustion of less-forceful options before deadly force. VEST Level I de-escalation curriculum 
aligns with what California courts and juries expect to see in a reasonable defensive response.

5. Protect Your Partner — Defense of Others Is Fully Covered
California's self-defense framework explicitly covers defense of another person under the same 
'honest and reasonable belief' standard. A California first responder who intervenes to protect a 
partner from violent attack has full legal justification. VEST Level III partner defense training is 
directly supported by California's defense-of-others principles.

6. Understand the Strictest Chokehold Law in the Country
California Gov. Code § 7286.5's complete categorical ban on all neck restraints by law enforcement 
makes California uniquely restrictive. When VEST delivers joint agency training with California law 
enforcement partners, this distinction must be addressed clearly: California police officers are 
prohibited from using any form of neck restraint under any circumstances under state law. Civilian 
first responders face no such statutory restriction in their personal self-defense.



VEST FIRST RESPONDER  |  CERTIFIED TRAINER SUPPLEMENT  |  CA EDITION

CONFIDENTIAL — FOR VEST CERTIFIED TRAINERS ONLY  |  firstresponderviolence.com  |  Page 7

7. Know When Force Ends
California's self-defense justification is tied to ongoing imminent danger. Once a threat is 
neutralized, the justification ends. VEST curriculum's continuous threat reassessment framework is 
both tactically and legally necessary in California. Continuing force after a subject is compliant or 
restrained defeats the reasonableness standard and may constitute criminal battery or assault.

LEGAL DISCLAIMER
This document is produced by VEST First Responder LLC for educational and trainer development purposes only. It does 
not constitute legal advice. California Penal Code and Government Code statutes are subject to legislative amendment, 
and individual incidents are always fact-specific. VEST Certified Trainers and their agencies should consult with a 
licensed attorney, their medical director, and agency legal counsel before developing or delivering formal use-of-force or 
defensive tactics policies.
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