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PREFACE


IT’S A QUIET SATURDAY morning, a pleasant 82°F in Ferguson, Missouri. Patrol officer Darren Wilson, who began work at 6:30 a.m., responds to a midshift 911 call from a woman at Park Ridge Apartments: a man is out to shoot her. By the time the twenty-eight-year-old patrol officer arrives, the suspect is gone, and the complainant declines to pursue charges.


Wilson clears the call, ready for whatever crops up next in the 911 queue. He is dispatched right away to the Northwinds Apartment complex. A two-year-old is having difficulty breathing; emergency medical personnel will soon be on scene. Wilson gets there quickly, sticks around, reassures the mother before watching the ambulance drive off with its little patient.


Back in his marked Chevy Tahoe, Wilson motors down Canfield Drive, where he spots a couple of young black men strolling down the middle of the street. Not safe for them, plus they’re interfering with traffic. The officer stops about twelve yards away, gets out of his car and approaches. “Hey, Mike.”


“Yeah?” the bigger of the two says. He is eighteen-year-old Michael Brown, his companion twenty-two-year-old Dorian Johnson. “What you want?” Brown asks.


“Just wondering why you’re walking in the middle of the street. Why don’t you try the sidewalk? Safer there.”


“Fuck what you have to say,” Brown says. He doesn’t shout it, but he doesn’t whisper it, either.


Wilson calls for backup, then smiles at Brown. “Really, I’m not here to cause any problems.”


And he isn’t. He loves working the Canfield Green community, enjoys the diversity of the area. As a white cop in a black neighborhood, he gets it. He understands the chip-on-the-shoulder attitudes, especially among young black men. His fellow cops have labeled Canfield Green “anti-police,” their most charitable pet name. They stop and frisk everything that moves and write traffic tickets by the bucketful—generating revenue, safeguarding their salaries, adding to the economic hardship of the area’s low-income residents. They make “skinny” arrests, most for low-level, nonviolent drug offenses and a panoply of constitutionally shaky municipal code violations, often fabricating “probable cause”—if they bother with it at all. They misuse their batons, their dogs, their Tasers. And they pepper their speech and e-mails with racial slurs, ridiculing the nation’s first black president and his wife, and the nation’s first two black attorneys general. But Wilson, one of the department’s fifty white cops (four others are black, in a city whose population is over two-thirds African American), works hard to get along with the residents, forging positive relations, aiming to build trust. In fact, he believes a big part of his job is to create a partnership with the people on his beat, to work collaboratively with them to solve problems. More than anything, he wants to put an end to the deep-seated, historical animosity between the community and his police department.


“Seriously, I just want you guys to be safe.”


“Then why you always hassling us?” Brown says, his tone softening. “We ain’t done nothing wrong.”


Wilson notices that Brown is clutching a fistful of cigarillos. During his last call, the officer overheard other units being dispatched to a theft from Ferguson Market and Liquor, a convenience store not far from Canfield. The loot? Cigarillos. The crime report has been upgraded from misdemeanor shoplifting to strong-arm robbery, a felony. Wilson plays it cool. Alert, fully aware of his surroundings, he nevertheless assumes a nonthreatening stance and speaks in calm, soothing tones. “Last thing I’m gonna do is hassle you guys. You got my word.”


They chat like that briefly, Brown continuing to goad Wilson, the officer refusing to get sucked in. Ninety seconds after his request, a backup unit pulls in, followed immediately by another. Wilson briefs his fellow cops, one of whom had taken the report at the convenience store. “Our guy?” Wilson says, glancing over at Brown.


The officer nods.


When Wilson informs Brown what he’s learned about the crime, that it was captured on CCTV, the youth shakes his head and sighs. He surrenders the cigarillos and puts his hands behind his back. Wilson cuffs him without incident.


THE COP AND THE prisoner talk on the way to jail. “Seriously, Mike. What’s it like out here for you? I mean, dealing with your police department?”


“My police department? That’s some crackass bullshit.” He pauses. Wilson says nothing. “Truth is, it’s messed up, man. You guys jack us around all the time, for nothing. It’s ‘nigga’ this and ‘nigga’ that. Always stopping us for no reason, throwing us to the ground, busting us for ‘failure to comply . . .’”


“Tell you what,” Wilson says as he removes the cuffs inside the new sally port of the city jail at police headquarters. “I’ll have a talk with the prosecutor. Not making any promises, but it might help. But, you gotta know: what you did in that store was bad, real bad. You gotta promise, no more. Word?”


Brown hesitates for the longest time, then nods. “Word, Officer Wilson. No more.”


Wilson has heard it before, but he believes the kid.


The next day, Wilson chats up the prosecutor, puts in a good word for the young defendant. Originally charged with robbery, Brown cops a negotiated plea to misdemeanor theft. He pays a small fine, gets credit for time served, and is assigned three weekends of community service.


In the fall, on probation for the theft, Michael Brown starts classes at St. Louis’s Vatterott College, where he studies HVAC. He goes on to graduate and becomes a technician in his community, specializing in keeping his neighbors’ homes warm in the winter, cool in the summer.


Officer Darren Wilson continues his career as a Ferguson police officer and earns praise from the African American community for his spirit of cooperation, his sensitivity and compassion.


And life goes on in Ferguson, a small town in the middle of the country that few have, or ever will, hear about.


SADLY, AS WE ALL know, this rosy “what might have been” scenario is far removed from what actually happened in that Missouri city of 21,000 on August 9, 2014, when Darren Wilson shot and killed Michael Brown.


Simply put, Darren Wilson did not appear to be the tactful, community-oriented, safety-conscious cop one would hope for in such a tense situation—tension the officer could have avoided. In fact, in his grand jury testimony, Dorian Johnson quotes Wilson, shouting at the young men from his SUV as he passed them going the opposite direction, “Get the fuck out of the street!”1 Wilson in his own grand jury testimony denies this.


According to Officer Wilson’s testimony, after he had passed the men, Brown shouted at him, “Fuck what you have to say!” Wilson backed up at high speed, tires screeching. (Johnson testified that had they not heard the tires, they would have been struck by the police vehicle.) As he caught up to the two men, Wilson cut the wheel sharply and came to a rest just inches from Brown and Johnson, close enough that he couldn’t open the driver’s side door without hitting them. The officer was, in his own words, “trapped” inside his police car. Wilson testified during the grand jury hearing that Brown reached into the car and struck him, twice. He grabbed Brown’s arm but he “felt like a five-year-old holding on to the Hulk.”


“I’d already taken two to the face,” he told the jurors. He thought a third blow “might be fatal.” So he pulled his duty weapon, a .40-caliber Sig Sauer P229, and shouted at Brown, “I’ll shoot!”


Brown responded with “the most intense, aggressive” expression on his face, grabbed the barrel of the handgun, and allegedly said, “You’re too much of a pussy to shoot me.”


During the struggle, Wilson attempted to shoot Brown but the gun “misfired,” twice. Actually, with Brown’s hands on the barrel, it threw the weapon “out of battery.” (In other words, it did what a gun in that condition is supposed to do, namely, “click” each time as Wilson pulled the trigger—it’s a mechanical effect, and a safety feature.) Finally able to wrest the gun away and operate the slide of the semiautomatic handgun, Wilson fired two rounds, the first missing Brown, the second striking him. Brown staggered back, then took off running, yelling at his friend Johnson to “keep running, bro.”


Wilson got on the air, informed the dispatcher that shots had been fired, and requested backup. He got out of the car and began running toward the fleeing Brown. At a disputed distance (35 feet, according to Wilson’s estimate; 148 or 153 feet, according to where the body was found), Brown stopped, turned around, and took a “shuffle step” as though preparing to run back at the officer. According to Wilson, one of Brown’s hands was balled into a fist, the other “hidden in his waistband.” As Brown advanced toward him, the officer fired, twelve times. Six of the rounds missed, six struck the teenager, including one to the forehead and one to the top of the head, the latter suggesting that Brown was falling to the ground when the last shot struck him. Contrary to some reports, Wilson did not shoot Brown in the back. As to whether Brown had his hands up, in a sign of surrender, the record is unclear. What is clear is that Brown was unarmed.


It is not a stretch to conclude that Wilson’s behavior, from beginning to end—the average cop knows, or should know, never to conduct business from the front seat of a police car—all but guaranteed a lethal outcome.


Had the officer known Michael Brown beforehand, as in our hypothetical scenario (it was not until the day after the fatal encounter that Wilson would even learn the names of the two young men); had he treated Brown respectfully; had he employed sound safety procedures; and, of course, had young Brown chosen not to physically confront the officer—it is highly unlikely the encounter would have produced a fatal outcome.


There would have been no mass protests, no looting, arson, or rock- and bottle-throwing incidents. Nor would the Ferguson Police Department’s overly aggressive, militaristic tactics have been on display for the whole world to see. And the nation would have been spared the drama of St. Louis County prosecutor Robert McCulloch’s biased, eccentric decision-making and a St. Louis County grand jury’s verdict, each of which fueled additional outrage.


The death of Michael Brown, combined with a fraught preexisting relationship between police and community, and the decision to leave the teenager’s body in the street for hours—angered, saddened, and galvanized citizens in Ferguson and beyond to demand fundamental changes in the way our cities are policed. (Throughout, I refer to “citizens” or “the citizenry.” In this context, these terms have nothing whatsoever to do with citizenship. Instead, they are used here exclusively as synonyms for inhabitants: the “citizens of New York City,” for example, or “the citizenry” of Ferguson. My intent is to help retire the word “civilian” in drawing a distinction between police and community members. Why? Because, if those served by police are civilians, that makes cops, ipso facto, a military force.)


To the dismay of the Ferguson Chamber of Commerce and local boosters, “Ferguson” has become shorthand for police aggression, racism, profit-motivated policing, trigger-happy cops, and unrestrained militarism. Chiefs and elected officials in other parts of the country are often quoted: “We can’t afford another ‘Ferguson’ here.”2


To that extent we can thank the Ferguson Police Department—it could have been any police force—for setting in motion the wheels of desperately needed institutional reform.


WHAT WOULD POSSESS A South Carolina cop to shoot a fleeing, unarmed man in the back? Why would a police officer drive his van like a madman through the streets of Baltimore, Maryland, as his soon-to-be-dead, handcuffed prisoner is tossed about like a sack of potatoes? How could a New York City cop apply greater and greater, ultimately fatal, pressure to the neck of a man in medical distress while ignoring repeated cries of, “I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe!”? Why are police officers taking the lives of so many unarmed black men, teenagers, and preteens, the homeless, the mentally ill?


Do these lives matter to our police officers?


Americans are insisting on answers to these questions. They are also calling for an explanation for what they see as an excessively aggressive, militarized response to mass protests, almost always sparked by these same controversial police actions.


Above all, they are demanding accountability for official misdeeds, and an end to what they see as a pattern and practice of unlawful police violence.


ADDING TO THE VOLATILITY of current affairs is the reaction of America’s police officers themselves. Rank-and-file cops of the biggest city in the nation are making a habit of turning their backs on their mayor; there’s been talk of “de-policing,” or the “blue flu” (withholding services or not showing up for work), in such cities as New York, Baltimore, Seattle, Chicago, Cincinnati, Philadelphia; and we have witnessed within the ranks an increasingly ugly, often blatantly racist echo chamber of chatter about blacks, Latinos, “welfare moms,” the president, the attorney general.


And each day’s news seems to bring a fresh report of the ambush of a police officer or, much more often, yet another controversial police shooting or in-custody death.


ACCURATE, THOROUGH, TIMELY INVESTIGATIONS—RESULTING in sanctions, as appropriate—are vital in every case, of course. But an examination of the underlying, systemic causes of police misconduct and seemingly permanent community-police tensions is also critically important. What structural, political, and workplace-cultural forces have combined to create such a sad and sorry state of community-police relations?


Friends—graying former colleagues who, like me, spent their entire adult lives in police work—point to disturbing changes in the policies and practices of today’s law enforcement, especially since 9/11. Some believe we may have passed a point of no return, that the community-police relationship has been ruptured beyond repair. It’s a legitimate line of speculation: Has the institution entered an irreversible spiral of increasing polarization and hopelessness?


REGRETTABLY, LOST IN THE maelstrom is an appreciation of the many cops who work hard, treat people with respect, honor the constitution, and save lives. These police officers deserve better.


It’s hard to imagine a more taxing, difficult role in society. Police officers work the streets at all hours—nights, weekends, holidays, sometimes under extreme conditions—wielding the coercive power of government, enforcing unpopular laws, encountering people at their worst, confronting in one moment an armed assailant and in the next trying to comfort a dead child’s parents. All this against a backdrop of persistent, systemic social and economic ills: racism and discrimination, homelessness, unemployment, inaccessible health care, failing schools, inadequate child care, and so on. And the job is particularly demanding today, given the proliferation of firearms (every other car stop, every other 911 call seems to produce a gun), the images of a cop behaving badly in a particular city replayed countless times online, the disintegration of “community.” Nevertheless, we expect, indeed we demand of today’s police officers that they meet the letter of the law in their everyday work, satisfy the dictates of procedural justice, treat all people with empathy and compassion, and exercise great discipline and restraint in the face of the most intense provocation, including threats to their lives.


POLICING HAS NEVER ENJOYED universal acceptance, much less esteem. Its history as a formal institution, dating from the mid-nineteenth century, has been tainted by corruption, discrimination, and excessive force. Pointing to the seeming intractability of these problems, a small but growing number of observers from both the left and the right have recently challenged the very authority of organized policing. Eloquent critics, from Mychal Denzel Smith to Radley Balko, have raised the question of whether policing as we know it rests on solid constitutional footing, or whether the institution should be abolished altogether.


Given these conditions, what can be done to restore trust in policing—or to build confidence in the police where it has never existed?


The “few bad apples” theory is not enough to explain police misconduct. The kind of behavior widely questioned and condemned today is, in reality, part of a deeply ingrained, historically dysfunctional structure, that is, a moldering orchard, or, if you prefer, a rotten barrel. A fresh, healthy apple will quickly turn in such an environment.


As a beat cop, as an undercover detective, and through promotions up the ranks to the position of police chief, over the course of thirty-four years, I had the privilege to work with exceptionally fine police officers in two big-city departments. I saw, firsthand, countless examples of compassion, competence, and heroism—good cops getting the job done in spite of the system, not because of it.


In these pages, I will focus on how the institution is organized, and how that structure—anachronistic, paramilitary, rigidly bureaucratic—produces a workplace culture that serves as a breeding ground for racism, corruption, sexual predation, brutality, unjustified lethal force, and excessive militarism. I will explain how today’s cop culture guarantees a toxic, “diseased” workplace that no amount of careful screening or academy training—or body cams, or legal reforms, or tweaked policies and procedures, or recalled mayors or “replacement” police chiefs, or even the cloning of a thousand good cops—can hope to reverse.


Given that the pathology of American policing is embedded in the very structure of the institution, radical surgery, in the form of a fundamental transformation of our federal and local law enforcement agencies, is the only logical and sustainable remedy.


THE FERGUSON OFFICER WHO shot Michael Brown now belongs to a fraternity of police and ex-police officers whose members include the plainclothes cop who choked the life out of New Yorker Eric Garner; the rookie whose bullet ended the twelve-year-old existence of Cleveland’s Tamir Rice; the Seattle officer who shot and killed a partially deaf, chronically inebriated wood-carver, John T. Williams; the Atlanta officer who took the life of a naked, unarmed, mentally ill Anthony Hill; the Pasco, Washington, and Albuquerque, New Mexico, cops who shot to death, respectively, Antonio Zambrano-Montes and James Boyd, homeless men; the Brooklyn rookie who took the life of an unarmed Akai Gurley as he stood on a stairwell landing, talking with his girlfriend; the North Charleston, South Carolina, patrol officer who fired eight times at a fleeing Walter Scott, striking him in the back and killing him; the Baltimore officer whose wantonly reckless operation of a prisoner van severed the spine of Freddie Gray; the Texas Department of Public Safety trooper whose shrieking, out-of-control arrest of Sandra Bland would lead to her in-custody death in the Waller County Jail; the Chicago cop who pumped bullet after bullet, sixteen slugs in all, into the body of seventeen-year-old Laquan McDonald; and the University of Cincinnati police officer who shot an unarmed Samuel DuBose after stopping him for having no front license plate on his car. Like countless others throughout the nation, these citizens posed either no risk or a manageable threat to the officers.


All of that is a way of saying that every one of these deaths could and should have been prevented, sparing each family survivor, each community, and, yes, each police officer, a lifetime of heartache.


TO BE CLEAR, THE officers responsible for these incidents are also victims of the system of American policing.


That New York City Police Department (NYPD) officers Rafael Ramos and Wenjian Liu were executed at the height of anti-police fervor on the streets of New York should come as little surprise. Mental illness may help explain that particular shooter’s motive for the December 20, 2014, ambush, but there can be no denying that millions of Americans have had it with their cops. Social networks teem with expressions of rage toward my former colleagues.


And, as noted, many of America’s police officers, feeling deeply misunderstood and unappreciated, are equally angry, in direct and steadily mounting proportion to the criticism they continue to receive. They don’t all express their anger in mature fashion: each day, through a variety of online feeds, I receive accounts, often vivid and graphic, often racially tinged, of the fierce hostility many cops feel toward their critics. Of course, my electronic in-basket also includes plenty of bombastic anti-police sentiment.


This is not a good thing—polarization never is. Yet, each “side” seems content to talk past the other, which happens when honest conversation is confined to one’s own family of interests, when any “reaching out” to the other side takes the form of attacks.


America’s police officers perform tasks of the utmost importance and sensitivity, often under urgent, sometimes life-threatening conditions: suspects holding innocent hostages at gunpoint; violent family abusers threatening to kill the people they purport to love, along with any cop who tries to stop them; human traffickers armed with AK-47s; school and workplace shooters; and, of course, all the drug-war bloodshed, played out in home-invasion robberies and drive-by shootings. Even terrorism. The killings of political satirists at the Charlie Hebdo offices in Paris; the more recent, wide-scale terrorist attacks in that same city; the slayings of free-speech advocates at a Copenhagen public event; the murders of a police officer and a mother and a father during a shootout at a Planned Parenthood facility in Colorado Springs; and the attacks that left fourteen dead at San Bernardino’s Inland Regional Center—such incidents could happen anywhere in the world at any time, as Americans know all too well.


And, almost always, the first responder is a uniformed police officer of the local police department.


IN LIGHT OF ALL this, and to underscore the humanity behind the badge, I believe it’s essential for critics to understand the risks our police officers take, the sacrifices they make. And I do hope my fellow critics can find it in their hearts to cultivate a genuine appreciation of this reality.


It’s not only self-defeating for protesters to dehumanize police officers, it is dangerous. For everyone. No matter how righteous the protest, for some to chant, “Pigs in a blanket, fry ’em like bacon!” is not only silly and self-sabotaging, it’s disgusting. Or to put it differently, I was disgusted when I saw news coverage of just such a display at the Minnesota State Fair in August 2015.


I think most people get the self-defeating part: if your tactics turn off the very people you’re trying to win over—fence-sitters, passive, nondemonstrative allies, and, yes, the police—it just doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to employ those tactics.


As to the dangerous part? A message urging violence against cops (however cute, witty, or rhetorical) is bound to prompt certain members of the public to take extreme action against police officers. It also bears noting that threatening members of an armed, organized force, trained in the efficient use of violence, is not a smart move.


I believe Officers Ramos and Liu of the NYPD, Harris County sheriff’s deputy Darren Goforth, and other ambushed officers would be alive today but for the inflammatory “the only good cop is a dead cop” thread of some fringe protest messages. I would like to believe—hell, I do believe—that only a small fraction of police critics want to see officers shot in the head as they pump gas or sit in their patrol cars.


This is not a plea to end demonstrations against police violence and other abuses—far from it. In fact, a strong, sustained citizens’ movement against police brutality and racism is the cornerstone of any viable reform effort. Moreover, by design, protest demonstrations are intended to disrupt and bedevil the status quo—and that has never been more pertinent or more urgent than it is today.


But I do make an appeal here and now for critics to embrace nonviolence, in word and deed.


UNDER THE BEST OF circumstances, police work is delicate and demanding. Done well, it is a thing of beauty. But it requires of its practitioners an uncommon blend of skills and qualities. I will spell out these requisite skills and qualities, and describe how communities can restructure policing to ensure that both current and prospective cops are physically, mentally, psychologically, emotionally, and ethically up to the task.


My inclination, however, is not toward a psychology of police work but rather toward organizational and political theory. This more sociological (albeit studiously nonacademic) approach recognizes that a given individual can bring to the job substantial maturity—cognitive skills, patience, judgment, empathy—and exhibit the potential to do quite well as a police officer. But the cop culture has a way of chewing up even strong-willed, well-intentioned young officers and spitting them out. Or co-opting them, and taking special pleasure in doing so. If we are going to change all that, we need to understand how today’s police departments operate in the here and now, behind the scenes.


I propose, in these chapters, a fundamentally new way for police to operate, in full partnership with the citizenry, under a transformed role of the federal government, and in a manner that would make today’s calm, disciplined professionals of the cop world the norm, not the exception. I also argue for broad and sustained grassroots opposition to the status quo, a willingness of activists, politicians, academics, everyday Americans, and sympathetic cops and police executives to act boldly in support of a new, community-driven system of policing. The stakes are too high to do otherwise.
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FROM FERGUSON TO NEW YORK


I THOUGHT I UNDERSTOOD the “quota system” when I was a rookie beat cop in San Diego. The year was 1966. It seemed every motorist I stopped for a violation had something to say on the subject: “Yeah, yeah. I know. You gotta meet your quota. Just give me the damn ticket, I’m late for work!” Often followed by a mumbled version of, “God, I hate you guys.” I didn’t realize then that it wasn’t just “bad PR” that was wrong with the quota system, nor was it merely the dishonorable revenue-driven incentive behind it. It was something else entirely. Something bigger, more insidious.


Cops on the beat never called it the “quota system.” It was the “numbers game,” and our sergeants, with pressure from on high, made it clear, explicitly: We were to write two “movers” a day. Warnings didn’t count, equipment violations didn’t count, parking tickets didn’t count—only moving citations counted. We understood the money motive, realized the city council and the numbers-crunchers in city hall had put pressure on the city manager to put pressure on the police chief, who in turn pressured his command staff to generate the requisite number of revenue-producing traffic citations.


Two a day, and it didn’t matter whether they were for speeding, busting a red light, veering over a lane line, making a questionable right turn, or driving too slowly. Or whether our traffic enforcement had any effect at all on public safety. What mattered was that we got those two a day. (Typical response to a disgruntled motorist? “I don’t have a quota, ma’am,” my fellow cops and I would reply. “Chief says we can write as many as we want.”) In fact, exceed the minimum, and there just might be a seat for you in Detectives.


And it wasn’t just tickets.


It was all about “productivity.” A “productive” beat cop returned to the station at the end of shift, shuffled over to the report sergeant’s desk, and deposited, every night, a healthy handful of source documents. Onto the designated piles went field interrogation (FI) slips, arrest reports, and, of course, those movers. There were other stacks on the desk as well, smaller ones, for the occasional parking ticket (usually in response to a citizen’s complaint of a blocked driveway), crime reports, property and narcotics and vehicle impound slips, fender-bender accident forms, and the like. But the Big Three—arrests, FIs, and traffic tickets—those were the ones that counted.


Tickets were important, of course. But to many, especially detectives and their bosses over in the Investigations Bureau, field interrogations were especially valued. Known variously as “field interview” or “stop and frisk” or “Terry stop,” or by numerous unfortunate colloquialisms such as “shakedown” (San Diego) or simply “shake” (Seattle), the activity refers to the practice of stopping individuals on the street to ascertain their identities and the “occasion of their presence” in an area—with or without the constitutional nicety of “reasonable suspicion” that pointed to involvement with some form of criminal activity. (The pressure to “produce” was such that some cops resorted to the phone book or the local cemetery to harvest names and “pad the daily” with “FIs.”) Needless to say, FIs were, and steadfastly remain in many cities, a major source of key information for detectives (following up on crimes in a geographical area, for example)—and a major source of conflict in the community-police relationship, especially in communities of color.


IN A BUREAUCRACY, WHAT gets counted counts. And therein lies the larger, more insidious problem alluded to earlier. The real problem with a quota system is that the more you produce, the “better” the cop you are—in the eyes of the system. Once you made probation, your performance evaluations were essentially reduced to “activity recaps,” a summary of the numbers you harvested over a given period of time. The numbers game shaped us as police officers, indeed it defined us as police officers. As I observe in my current consulting, training, and expert-witness work and note in federal investigations into police departments like Ferguson, there is abundant evidence that the numbers game survives to this day.


In fact, many supervisors believe that counting and recapping activity is the only way to evaluate police performance.


At no time did a boss ever question or counsel me as a rookie cop about the conditions on my beat. How many burglaries, robberies, rapes, auto thefts, car prowls, assaults, or vehicle accidents, injuries, fatalities, hit-and-runs, had taken place in my assigned geographical area of the city while I was on duty? When and where were these incidents taking place? Were there more of them this year than last year? This week over last week? And what of the nature of these incidents?


Of course, behind every crime statistic was a victim, and a suspect or suspects: people hurting other people, frightening them, affecting their quality of life, their property values, the safety and welfare of their children. And nowhere was this more heartbreaking than in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods.


How was I going about collecting my numbers; how was I treating people?


Didn’t matter.


There was zero assessment of the quality of my relations with the citizens I’d been hired to protect and serve. The people on my beat were, in a word, irrelevant. As long as I stopped enough of them, handed them enough tickets, arrested enough of them, I would, at a minimum, keep the sergeant off my back. And, optimally, get him (there were no “hers” at the time, in any of the supervisory, much less managerial or executive ranks, or, for that matter, in uniform) to support my aspirational career track.


Of course, it was understood that a “productive” beat cop would generate heat from time to time. A citizen’s complaint or two during a particular rating period? No cause for concern, possibly even justification for praise. It showed I was out there “working,” being “productive.” Being a cop.


Which brings us to Ferguson.


ANYONE WHO WANTS TO understand just how bad policing can get, and how it can get that bad, must read the March 4, 2015, Department of Justice (DOJ) report on the Ferguson Police Department (FPD).1 The 102-page document is a searing indictment of a Midwest police agency whose cops—aided and abetted by their chief of police, the city prosecutor, the municipal court judge, the court clerk, and virtually every elected official in town—systematically violated the constitutional rights of its citizens. And did so in the most blatant, public, unapologetic way imaginable. It was almost as if they didn’t know any better—a theory worth pursuing.


Justice Department investigators, acting under authority of the “pattern or practice” provision of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, conducted a thorough investigation.


As noted in the DOJ report, investigators interviewed the city manager, mayor, police chief, municipal court judge, municipal court clerk, finance director, and “half of FPD’s sworn officers, and others.” They went on ride-alongs with the cops, reviewed “35,000 pages of police records as well as thousands of emails and other electronic materials provided by the police department.” They put statistical experts to work on FPD’s “stops, searches, citations, and arrests, as well as data collected by the municipal court.” They did some court watching, and they interviewed dozens of defendants. They examined previous, independent studies of court practices in both Ferguson and St. Louis County. And they “sought to engage the local community, conducting hundreds of in-person and telephone interviews of individuals who reside in Ferguson or who have had interactions with the police department.” They spoke with neighborhood associations, other community groups, and “advocacy” organizations. Finally, they brought along two outside police chiefs who reviewed FPD’s policies and incident reports and conducted their own interviews.


What they found confirmed “a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct within the Ferguson Police Department that violates the First, Fourth, and Fourteenth Amendments to the United States Constitution, and federal statutory law.” Not that this surprised many in the black community of Ferguson—or, for that matter, viewers of CNN, MSNBC, the networks, the BBC, Al Jazeera America, and readers of US and global news organizations, which by the time the Justice Department report hit the streets, had exposed many of these disturbing practices. No, the astonishing news was the extent to which official Ferguson “copped out,” freely admitting wholesale trespasses against the constitution. The system’s players were doing what came naturally, what they had been taught.


This normalized, indeed routinized official behavior resulted in thousands of Ferguson residents—disproportionately black, disproportionately poor—suffering physically, economically, and emotionally for decades. It’s enough to break your heart, and piss you off.


Speaking personally, the anger comes from a realization that these government officials knew or should have known that not only were they harming the very people they’d been hired to help, they were methodically breaking the law—and destroying any chance to nurture respect for it. Where did the cops, the attorneys, the judge get their education? Did criminal law, criminal procedures, constitutional law mean nothing to them?


And what of those who exchanged repugnant, racist e-mails or laughed at criminal defendants (many of whom had committed no crimes at all)?


As I have acknowledged previously, I behaved badly as a rookie cop, sometimes spectacularly so, especially in my disregard of civil liberties.2 Nevertheless, I amassed a personnel file full of brownie points and other accolades, and I was rewarded with plum assignments and promotions. As I moved up the ranks in San Diego and came to occupy, from 1994 to 2000, the top-floor, corner office of the Seattle Police Department (SPD), I met plenty of police officers who toiled quietly, and who treated both fellow officers and citizens with civility and courtesy.


And that makes me wonder about the “silent” men and women of official Ferguson, those singled out for praise in the Department of Justice investigation:


           Notwithstanding our findings about Ferguson’s approach to law enforcement and the policing culture it creates, we found many Ferguson police officers and other City employees to be dedicated public servants striving each day to perform their duties lawfully and with respect for all members of the Ferguson community. The importance of their often-selfless work cannot be overstated.


The question we must ask ourselves is whether it is enough to be a “dedicated public servant,” to strive each day to perform one’s job “lawfully and with respect” for all people. Is our “selfless” work really enough if the person we work alongside routinely violates the constitution and denigrates his or her fellow citizens? While we do nothing about it?


This conversation is not about farming. Or cosmetology, or food service, or retail sales. It is about life-and-death, peace-and-freedom decision-making. About enforcing the law of the land, and ensuring justice.


WHAT, EXACTLY, DID THE investigators find wrong in Ferguson? Buckle your seatbelt:


FOCUS ON GENERATING REVENUE


THE DOJ FOUND THAT virtually every branch and tributary of the city’s bureaucracy—the mayor, city council, city manager, finance director, municipal court judge, municipal court prosecutor, court clerk, assistant clerks, police chief—all were enmeshed in an unending race to raise revenue through municipal fines and fees:


           City officials routinely urge Chief [Tom] Jackson to generate more revenue through enforcement. In March 2010, for instance, the City Finance Director wrote to Chief Jackson that “unless ticket writing ramps up significantly before the end of the year, it will be hard to significantly raise collections next year. . . . Given that we are looking at a substantial sales tax shortfall, it’s not an insignificant issue.” Similarly, in March 2013, the Finance Director wrote to the City Manager: “Court fees are anticipated to rise about 7.5%. I did ask the Chief if he thought the PD [police department] could deliver 10% increase. He indicated they could try.” The importance of focusing on revenue generation is communicated to FPD officers. Ferguson police officers from all ranks told us that revenue generation is stressed heavily within the police department, and that the message comes from City leadership. The evidence we reviewed supports this perception.


Let’s assume for a moment that in a traditional “good government” (corruption-free) municipality, the town’s beat cops conscientiously respond to 911 calls. They self-initiate inquiries into suspicious activity; investigate crimes and motor vehicle and industrial accidents; write reports; keep an eye on the beat’s schools, parks, and recreation centers; and, oh yes, write traffic citations to drivers going 40 mph in a 20 mph school zone, or racing to beat a passing freight train through an intersection, or texting while driving. They’re not “community-oriented” cops per se, but they’re hardworking people doing a fair day’s work.


Now, let’s assume that, hurting for revenue, the city’s leaders (and their number crunchers), unmindful of or unconcerned about their cops’ relations with the community, put the squeeze on the police department. “More tickets,” says the finance director. “More tickets,” says the city council, the mayor, the city manager, the police chief. “More tickets,” says everyone in the chain of command, right down to the sergeant who tells her officers, “More tickets.”


“Why?” her officers ask.


“I don’t know, because I told you so?” answers the sergeant. (Of course, she could say, “Because the lieutenant told me.”) No matter what she says, the cops will see through it. Five minutes after the order comes down, the rank and file will have sussed out the truth of this new mandate. Including its motive. And from that point on, this “good government” city is no more. The cops will be doing the wrong thing for the wrong reasons. And that has a way of changing a police officer’s self-concept, and behavior. Let’s say a young cop has joined the local PD to give back to her community, to make a positive difference in the lives of her fellow citizens. But pressure for “more tickets” (or more FIs, more arrests) transforms her into a hunter, and the citizens on her beat into prey. The young, idealistic cop, yielding to pressure from her boss, wanting to get ahead, starts targeting motorists and pedestrians. Soon, she is pulling over cars with flimsy or no justification, writing bad tickets; stopping people without reasonable suspicion; arresting them without probable cause. And, if you’re the one being cuffed or cited, don’t even try to explain yourself to her. She’s too busy, she has other numbers to collect.


An officer trained in a system where people are reduced to numbers is very likely to dehumanize the people on his or her beat, and once that happens there’s little hope for decency, mercy, or even something resembling objectivity. The people are simply a means to a self-centered end: good performance appraisals, choice assignments, a succession of stripes, bars, and stars and other insignia or rank as one advances up the rungs of the hierarchical ladder, taking home fatter and fatter paychecks.


Governments need money to operate, of course. Fair and equitable taxation, reasonable service fees, other irreproachable, transparent sources of revenue make sense. Excessive reliance on fines, fees, and forfeitures wrung from the criminal justice system does not. The former has legitimacy; the latter—policing for profit—lacks it.


There’s an axiom in organizational life: the minimum expected becomes the maximum achieved. If, in plotting budget costs and projecting revenues, the numbers don’t add up, the word goes out. And it’s not merely “more tickets,” it’s X number of additional citations. Cops who collect the minimum are rewarded with satisfactory performance evaluations. Those who, like me, back in the day, far exceed the quota? Well, let’s just say, these cops can virtually write their own ticket, careerwise.


POLICE PRACTICES


VARIABLES TOO NUMEROUS TO count affect the development, and durability, of the cop culture. Each police department is different but only, I submit, in minor, usually cosmetic ways: the cut of the uniforms, the color scheme of the cars, the argot, jargon, and patois of cops on the beat. A Camden, New Jersey, beat cop, with his rich Jersey accent, his Sam Brown belt and “fifty mission crush” headwear bears little obvious resemblance to his flat-toned, hatless, plain-belted counterpart in Boise, Idaho. But they’re both cops, which means they are much more alike than different.


Renowned sociologist Jerome Skolnick wrote the definitive academic book on police culture. Justice Without Trial: Law Enforcement in Democratic Society (1967, latest edition 2015) provides foundational wisdom about the extent to which danger and authority combine to produce a cop’s “working personality” and foster social isolation and solidarity within the ranks. In fact, Skolnick maintained that any job description that called on a person to exercise sensitive discretionary decision-making authority in the face of physical danger (think police officer) was simply demanding way too much of the practitioner. Add to the mix certain organization pressures, like the numbers game, and you have the makings of a department whose members are all but guaranteed to act with indifference if not hostility toward “outsiders,” namely, the people they’ve been hired to protect and serve. Taken together, these agency and psychological realities help explain why so many cops form such strong bonds with one another, socialize exclusively with one another, keep silent for and lie for one another—and why they believe no one else understands them, or can understand them.


I know of no law enforcement agency, certainly no local PD or sheriff’s department, whose members have escaped these influences—and their behavioral manifestations and consequences.


In Ferguson, for example, the DOJ investigation found that “the City’s emphasis on revenue generation has a profound effect on FPD’s approach to law enforcement. Patrol assignments and schedules are geared toward aggressive enforcement of Ferguson’s municipal code, with insufficient thought given to whether enforcement strategies promote public safety or unnecessarily undermine community trust and cooperation.” Further:


           Officer evaluations and promotions depend to an inordinate degree on “productivity,” meaning the number of citations issued. Partly as a consequence of City and FPD priorities, many officers appear to see some residents, especially those who live in Ferguson’s predominantly African-American neighborhoods, less as constituents to be protected than as potential offenders and sources of revenue.


A cop playing the numbers game in earnest will inevitably develop tunnel vision, along with a distorted understanding of the limits of his authority: the “sanctioned right to order the actions of others.” From the report:


           This culture within FPD influences officer activities in all areas of policing, beyond just ticketing. Officers expect and demand compliance even when they lack legal authority. They are inclined to interpret the exercise of free-speech rights as unlawful disobedience, innocent movements as physical threats, indications of mental or physical illness as belligerence. Police supervisors and leadership do too little to ensure that officers act in accordance with law and policy, and rarely respond meaningfully to civilian complaints of officer misconduct. The result is a pattern of stops without reasonable suspicion and arrests without probable cause in violation of the Fourth Amendment; infringement on free expression, as well as retaliation for protected expression, in violation of the First Amendment; and excessive force in violation of the Fourth Amendment.


The report relates the story of a thirty-two-year-old African American man who’d been playing basketball in one of the city’s public parks. Seated in his car, cooling off, he noticed a police vehicle pull in behind him, blocking his own car. The officer got out, demanded ID, accused the man of being a pedophile, ordered him from the car, and patted him down—not one discrete action of which was justified, legally or otherwise. The cop asked for permission to search the car. The man, asserting his constitutional rights, declined—which evidently, in the officer’s mind, now justified an arrest. At gunpoint, reportedly. The man was charged with eight violations of the Ferguson Municipal Code, including “making a false declaration” (for telling the officer his name was Mike when it was actually Michael), not wearing a seatbelt (even though he was in a parked car), having no driver’s license, and having an expired license.


The man told federal investigators he lost his long-term job as a contractor with the federal government because of those charges.


MUNICIPAL COURT PRACTICES


ONE OF THE MANY disturbing scenes to come out of Ferguson was incidental video footage of dozens of local residents, overwhelmingly black, spilling out of the courthouse and waiting. And waiting. They were there, late at night to be “processed” by the court—not for any alleged violations tied to the protests but for a ticket each had gotten weeks or months before Darren Wilson shot Michael Brown. From the report: “The court primarily uses its judicial authority as a means to compel the payment of fines and fees that advance the City’s financial interests. This has led to court practices that violate the Fourteenth Amendment’s due process and equal protection requirements.”


I can hear cops all over the land exclaiming, “Hey, do the crime, do the time! We did our jobs, the court is doing its job. It’s called accountability.” What that sentiment fails to take into account are the thousands of citations and arrests of the questionable nature and dubious quality described above. That, plus a Kafkaesque system that piles on additional fees and conditions that make it all but impossible for the city’s poor to meet those obligations.


And it’s not just in Ferguson. All states make provisions for the suspension of a driver’s license for a variety of reasons such as failure to pay a traffic fine, driving under the influence of alcohol or other drugs, lack of insurance, or liability in a motor vehicle accident. In California alone, 4 million drivers have had their driving privileges suspended. Say a cop catches you on radar doing 45 mph in a 35 mph zone. You’re unemployed, undereducated, have a language difficulty, haven’t a spare dime to your name, and now you’re facing a $180 fine. The date for your court case comes and goes. Your license is suspended, a warrant issued for your arrest. Your troubles are just beginning. Say you find a job, start earning wages. Driving home from work one day, you get pulled over for a minor traffic violation. The officer runs your ID through the system. He busts you for the warrant, writes you up for the additional violation, plus driving on a suspended license. And he impounds your car. At this point you’re probably looking at $1,000 or more to set yourself straight with the courts. You’re also looking at the possibility of license revocation. And, depending on the state, you may never get your car back.


Returning to Ferguson. The DOJ report states that in just one year (2013), the court issued over 9,000 warrants for minor violations such as traffic and parking tickets and housing code violations (another big moneymaker for the city). “The court’s practices . . . impose unnecessary harm, overwhelmingly on African-American individuals, and run counter to public safety.”


RACIAL BIAS


THE EVIDENCE IS IN. The Ferguson Police Department has engaged for decades in systemic racial discrimination.


The city’s African American population stands at roughly 67 percent, but, as the department’s own statistics show, from 2012 to 2014, African Americans accounted for 85 percent of vehicle stops, 90 percent of all citations, 93 percent of all arrests. Blacks were more than twice as likely as white motorists to be searched during traffic stops, even though such stops were 26 percent less likely to yield contraband (than for traffic stops of white motorists). During that same period, the department wrote four or more citations to blacks on seventy-three occasions; only twice did non–African Americans receive four or more citations. On one occasion an officer wrote an individual fourteen citations. There was an acknowledged, ongoing contest to see who could write the most tickets, and tallies were posted on a stationhouse wall to spur officers to ever-increasing heights of “productivity.”


The statistical picture for the court system was equally dismal—no surprise, given that the court itself is actually located inside police headquarters and that, incredibly, the court clerk and the assistant clerks, all part of the profit-driven machine, report directly to the chief of police. The judge (there is a new one now, and he’s taken steps to end this sweeping miscarriage of justice) is nominated by the city manager, elected by the city council—a structure and practice that undermines the independence of the judiciary.


Police use-of-force figures are equally problematic. Almost 90 percent of documented force was applied against African Americans. And topping them all at 100 percent, in all fourteen documented dog-bite cases (there are four canines on patrol), the person on the receiving end was an African American.


COMMUNITY DISTRUST


MANY CITY OFFICIALS AND police officers, along with some (mostly white) Ferguson residents, maintain the public outcry against their police department was caused by “outside agitators”3—a woeful defense heard often during civil rights demonstrations of yesteryear in the South (though the same claim was made by many cops and some segments of New York City’s population in the aftermath of the Eric Garner killing).4


In point of fact, as expressed by local residents as well as visiting protesters, Ferguson’s city hall and its police department earned every moment of negative air time, every drop of angry ink.


As the Justice Department concluded its report, “Our investigation has shown that distrust of the Ferguson Police Department is longstanding and largely attributable to Ferguson’s approach to law enforcement. This approach results in patterns of unnecessarily aggressive and at times unlawful policing; reinforces the harm of discriminatory stereotypes; discourages a culture of accountability; and neglects community engagement.”


The report documents numerous examples of unlawful stops, unlawful arrests, unlawful force, unlawful discrimination. It chronicles ticket fixing for friends and relatives. It describes neglectful police practices, including a slow, apathetic, occasionally abusive response to victims of crimes, particularly domestic violence. It enumerates racist, sexist, and other offensive e-mail exchanges between department supervisors and court personnel, one depicting President Obama as a chimpanzee, another referring to bare-chested dancers, presumably in Africa, as “Michelle Obama’s High School Reunion.”


The Department of Justice investigation leaves little doubt why most citizens were not prepared to believe what their police department told them about Michael Brown’s death. Or pretty much anything else it had to say. The Ferguson Police Department had lost its legitimacy.


I HAVE ONE CRITICISM of the Justice Department’s findings, namely, its assertion that the FPD “has moved away from the modest community policing efforts it previously had implemented.” This assumes that true community policing had any kind of pre–Mike Brown foothold in the policies and practices of the Ferguson Police Department.


Too many police agencies claim to operate in accordance with the values and principles of “community policing,” when in reality, their operations remain under the exclusive control of the local agency. That’s not community policing. If the Ferguson Police Department sufficiently valued “positive police-community interactions” and “familiarity with African-American neighborhoods,” as the DOJ asserts, there’s a good chance Michael Brown would be alive today. Further, the DOJ report puts all the responsibility for “community policing” on the bureaucracy. It paints the community as a passive victim of the city’s unfortunate movement “away from . . . modest community policing efforts.”


But authentic community policing doesn’t just evaporate because the cops believe they have better things to do. The community doesn’t allow that to happen. We can only hope that citizens’ outrage at the Michael Brown killing, and at the police department’s deep-seated, institutionalized abuses, now thoroughly exposed, has empowered local residents to claim their rightful place as “co-owner” of the FPD. Indeed, by mounting the protest, by saying “enough,” the community has done just that.


AT BOTTOM, THE QUESTION is this: Is Ferguson an anomaly, a statistical outlier on the national policing scene? Or is it symptomatic of the broader institution—from the smallest, rural police departments of America to the nation’s biggest, most urbanized department?


“THE BRUTAL, THE CORRUPT, THE RACIST, THE INCOMPETENT”


IN OCTOBER 2014, NEW York City police commissioner Bill Bratton stepped up to the microphone at the city’s brand new police academy and, speaking to his eight hundred commanders, lashed out at “the brutal, the corrupt, the racist, the incompetent” within the ranks of the NYPD.5


It was a singular moment in the life of at least one big-city police department: the top cop—not “anti-police” activists—openly admitting, in plain language, the presence of brutality, corruption, racism, and incompetence in his organization. Most police leaders, when their departments come under fire, circle the wagons, defend the “professionalism” of the “vast majority” of their officers, and perhaps admit to the occasional presence of a cop or two whose aberrant behavior “does not meet our high standards” (the old “bad apples” platitude).


That “vast majority” response has been worked to death, yet it gets trotted out every time a police officer shoots an unarmed teenager or a fleeing adult in the back. Or chokes or beats a man to death. Or, on the way to jail, subjects a handcuffed prisoner to a “rough ride” or a “screen test” (propelling the prisoner, cuffed behind his back, into the steel screen separating front and back seats). Or rapes a motorist. Or steals drugs. Or plants drugs on an innocent person or a “throw-down” gun on a deceased suspect. Or kidnaps and tortures suspects and witnesses—with impunity, as in Chicago (where, as will be described in Chapter 10, a sadistic commander was allowed to lead his band of rogue cops in a decades-long reign of terror).6


Yet even Bratton, in that same speech to his command staff, felt compelled to overdo the overdone by saying, “The vast, vast, vast majority of our officers” (99 percent, in his estimation) do their city proud.7


It is important, of course, to celebrate cops who get the job done, play by the rules, make their cities safer, lend comfort to confused, injured, frightened citizens. But it’s also time to admit: at any given moment, in any given city or county, odds are the local PD is being sued or assailed for precisely the kind of behavior condemned by Bratton. It’s been going on for a long time, since the days of the early-eighteenth-century slave patrols. The problem of police abuse in this country is systemic, it runs deep and wide, and it is getting worse.


And when the people in charge cling to that “vast majority” sound bite they advance a solitary diagnosis, and a sole prescription: bad cops? Fire them. Why bother with costly, systemic reform if “inappropriate” behavior is merely an anomaly?


I’m not saying all cops are unfit for the job. Most are well suited to the work—especially when they first sign on. For the rookie, however, exposure to “anti-community” cops, and every department has them, is all it takes. These “real cops”—the police department’s ass-kicking, knuckle-dragging “tough guys,” who are rude, arrogant, callous, and cynical, if not corrupt—become powerful role models for young, impressionable newbies.


Even Bratton in his book, The Turnaround: How America’s Top Cop Reversed the Crime Epidemic (with Peter Knobler, 1998), estimated that a full 30 percent of the officers assigned to the 30th Precinct in the early to mid-1990s had been tainted by a corruption scandal—stealing and dealing drugs, extortion, excessive force, civil rights violations, and more. This was during Bratton’s first “tour of duty” as NYPD commissioner in 1994; he personally led an early morning raid on the “Dirty 30,” removing a captain and personally seizing the badges of two officers, never to be reissued.8


Further, reinforcing the distance between NYPD cops and the citizens they serve, Bratton pointed to focus groups and surveys revealing that during this same period, 90.8 percent of his cops believed that the public “has no understanding of police problems” and that only 23 percent felt the community had a “good relationship with the police.” This was years before the controversial death of Eric Garner, and it led NYPD’s top cop to ask, “How do we get our cops to understand that citizens are entitled to respect, while cops need to earn it?”9


BACK IN THE EARLY 1970s, a handful of starry-eyed police reformers, me among them, predicted that because of community policing, our nation’s cops would soon come to understand that police in America belong to the people, not the other way around; that an ethic of treating people respectfully would eventually become embedded in police culture; that an intended effect or at least a byproduct of community policing would be decreased reliance on the archaic paramilitary model of police work; and that cops would work in authentic partnership with the citizenry, putting an end to imperious, unilateral decision-making. As a result, the nation would see increasing sensitivity, openness, and accountability within the ranks. Along with lower crime rates. And safer, happier, well-behaved cops.


As a young, idealistic lieutenant in the San Diego Police Department (SDPD), I believed these improvements, led by both internal and external reformers, were just around the corner, relatively speaking, certainly not more than a generation or two away.


I could not have been more wrong.


Today’s law enforcement agencies, including Bratton’s, are even more distant and disengaged from the communities they serve. They are certainly more militarized, coming across as soldiers rather than domestic peacekeepers, with almost everything about them being military—their uniforms, vehicles, weapons, jargon, tactics, and so on. Reflecting the reality that increased militarization does not represent progress, American law enforcement today is arguably as corrupt, bigoted, brutal, and trigger-happy as it was during the 1960s and 1970s, not to mention earlier eras.


How do we know this?


Over three years ago, the libertarian Cato Institute developed the National Police Misconduct Reporting Project (PoliceMisconduct.net). Using primarily local news sources, the project gathers specific, credible case data from around the country and publishes updates as the cases make their way through both administrative and judicial processes. Public policy makers and critics alike can examine both current and archived information on the website. CATO acknowledges incomplete data (only a handful of states allow public release of police disciplinary actions), but there is no other single source that provides such comprehensive information on trends and patterns of police misconduct. Rarely does a day go by that six or more entries are not added to the list. For example, here are the entries for November 24, 2015:10


       •   El Paso County, Colorado: A deputy was arrested on an assault charge for actions against a jail inmate in September.


       •   Panola County, Mississippi: A deputy was arrested for DUI.


       •   Update: Fullerton, California (First reported 07–28–11): The City agreed to pay $4.9 million to the family of Kelly Thomas, who was beaten to death by police in 2011. Two officers were fired because of the incident but were ultimately acquitted of criminal charges.


       •   Chicago, Illinois: Officer Jason Van Dyke was charged with first-degree murder for the shooting death of seventeen-year-old Laquan McDonald in October 2014. Video of the shooting was released to the public Tuesday evening. Protests were largely peaceful.


       •   Hidalgo County, Texas: A deputy was arrested for DUI.


       •   Del Rio, Texas: An officer was arrested for DUI.


       •   Blue Island, Illinois: An officer was arrested for sexual assault.


       •   Lyon County, Kansas: A deputy was suspended after his arrest for involuntary manslaughter and other charges as a result of [a] 2012 automobile crash.


       •   Port St. Lucie, Florida: An officer was fired for actions at a bar and being untruthful about those actions later.


       •   Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: An officer pled guilty to participating in a mortgage fraud scheme. He allegedly prepared and submitted false documents.


This random, “day in the life” glimpse at police misconduct cases represents, with a couple of notable exceptions, a collection of relatively mild examples, especially when compared to more celebrated cases of false arrest, perjury, bribery, reckless pursuits, drug rip-offs, drug dealing, ticket fixing, rape and other sexual assaults, stalking, domestic violence, child abuse and child rape, robbery, burglary, beatings, extortion, mob protection, murder-for-hire, and, of course, unjustified police shootings and in-custody deaths.


Other organizations keep tabs on specialized police actions. The Guardian, for example, monitors all US police shootings in a project called The Counted. Its website traces the number of people killed by police (regardless of justification), year-to-date. The regularly updated site breaks down shootings by ethnicity. In August 2015, the rate of blacks shot and killed by police was 4.26 per million incidents. For the Hispanic/Latino population, the rate was 1.87, and for whites, 1.71. The site also provides photographs of the deceased, maps, and an up-to-date, state-by-state recap of all incidents.11 (The Washington Post also began a monitoring project in 2015, keeping an up-to-date tally of police shootings and calling for improved reporting of police shootings throughout the states.)12


StoptheDrugWar.org, founded by fellow drug-policy reformer David Borden in 1993, has featured a weekly compendium of corrupt police activity for many years in its highly regarded Drug War Chronicle. Assembled by writer-editor Phil Smith, the column “This Week’s Corrupt Cops Stories” highlights police scandals, typically several per day, such as bribery, drug smuggling, sexual assaults, even murder.


Scandal visits infrequently in some jurisdictions, but in others it’s taken up more or less permanent residence. As in the arcade game Whack-A-Mole®, the insidious creature lurks below the surface. Just when police and city officials think misconduct has been eradicated (through discipline, arrest, or dismissals from the force), it pops up again.


The history of the NYPD provides a good case study. Roughly every twenty years, the NYPD has been battered by sustained allegations of deep-seated, far-ranging corruption. An investigation by a “commission” or a committee is the historically preferred response.


In 1894, the future president of the United States, then NYPD Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt, was moved to form the Lexow Committee. Headed by clergyman and police critic Charles Henry Parkhurst, the committee found evidence of police “extortion, bribery, counterfeiting, voter intimidation, election fraud, brutality, and scams.”13


More recent examples include the Knapp Commission in 1972—famous for drawing a distinction between herds of “grass eaters” (the numerous cops who would accept free meals and bribes) and “meat eaters” (those who would openly solicit bribes and shake down gambling, prostitution, and narcotics operations).14 Then came the Mollen Commission in 1992, which found that nothing much had changed.15


And so it goes in police work, as it has since its inception.
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