
History and Context
From the1980’s to the mid 1990’s the New Orleans Police Department made national headlines for a variety of scandals including murders, rapes and robberies. The Justice Department threatened to bring civil actions against New Orleans for a pattern of rights violations by the NOPD.   As a result Mayor Marc Morial hired an outside Police Chief, Richard Pennington, to clean up the NOPD and begin instituting reforms.  In his tenure as Police Chief, 110 officers were arrested, 117 were fired, 180 officers resigned while under investigation and 600 others were suspended.  During this period of reform, and possibly as a direct result of reform, New Orleans saw a 63% decrease in the murder rate, a 60% decrease in the rate of assaults and a 49% decrease in armed robberies. 

As a part of Pennington’s reforms in 2002 Mayor Marc Morial initiated a Police-Civilian Review Taskforce whose mission was to evaluate the creation of a citizen review board to consider complaints against police officers.  This taskforce included strong police accountability advocates, community leaders as well as New Orleans’ current Police Superintendent, Warren Riley.  It met 12 times over 15 months and researched over 100 US cities with some form of civilian oversight of police.  Their research found that the oversight model with the best success rate is a model called the Office of the Independent Monitor (proposed city council language refers to it as the Independent Police Monitor).  The IPM was the Taskforce’s number one recommendation.

Unfortunately, in 2002, Police Chief Richard Pennington ran against Nagin for Mayor and lost.  Interestingly, the Police Association of New Orleans endorsed Nagin instead of their own Police Chief, possibly because of the reforms he was instituting.  After Nagin’s inauguration, he promptly promoted someone from inside the ranks as Police Chief.  As a result both Pennington’s and the Taskforce’s reforms and recommendations were stalled.  Soon after, our crime rate began to rise and relations between police and community deteriorated.

Today New Orleans is experiencing rampant violence, despite a drastically reduced population.  Communities are also suffering from police corruption, misconduct and a high number of in-custody shootings. Everyone in New Orleans suffers from this violence: our children, our elders, business owners, tourists, visitors, citizens and police. In a 2006 survey conducted by Safe Streets/Strong Communities, 2/3 of respondents stated that they did not trust New Orleans Police and would likely not report crimes or cooperate in investigations because of that distrust. Seventy-two percent of those surveyed who had been stopped by the police reported being victimized by the officers, with abuses ranging from being subject to antagonistic language to planting evidence, stealing property, conducting strip searches in public, and causing physical harm. More than half of all residents surveyed reported that they themselves had been harassed by the police at least once, with 71% of black men saying that they have experienced police harassment firsthand. 
What does an Independent Police Monitor do?

An IPM would 1) review policies, procedures, complaint patterns and the quality of complaint investigations and 2) regularly report its investigations and recommendations to the public.  The IPM may investigate some cases of police brutality, but it would not replace Public Integrity Bureau. Rather it would independently oversee PIB’s investigations, policies and practices, evaluate PIB procedures based on best practices and report findings to the general public.  In addition, the IPM could observe criminal investigations to ensure NOPD investigations are of the highest quality and adhere to constitutional standards.  An IPM who releases public reports would bring more transparency to the police department and alert elected officials and the public to internal obstacles as well as educate them about policies that have been proven to work in other cities.  An informed, educated citizenry is critical for the city to make sound policy decisions and build political will to solve problems that have plagued our city for years. 
Where else has it been used & what kind of success has it had?

Over 100 other cities have some form of independent oversight of their police
and those cities have had very good results.   One example that demonstrates the potential impact is Los Angeles.  Prior to hiring an IPM, the Los Angeles Sheriffs Department found only 6% of all complaints against the police to be credible, or “sustained,” by their Internal Affairs.  After hiring an IPM, who improved the quality of internal investigations, their sustained rate increased to 22%.  In 2004, Denver’s mayor, John Hickenlooper became a strong advocate of Independent Police Oversight stating, “Effective and robust civilian oversight has to be a critical component of any law enforcement agency”
 . Three years later, after establishing an IPM, Denver experienced “improved officer morale, in part stemming from improvements in disciplinary procedures” and news articles directly credit their Independent Monitor with “streamline[ing] and quicken[ing] reviews of more minor citizen complaints and … [using] mediation to resolve conflict.”
 
Research shows that Independent Police Monitors have had a significant impact in professionalizing police departments and restoring the public’s confidence in public safety systems. Cities across the country have identified community oversight of the police as a best-practice and the Department Justice encourages jurisdictions to create civilian oversight mechanisms.”
  In New Orleans, professionalizing the police department could help repair the broken relationship between communities and police which could ultimately make our city safer.
What else does Safe Streets/Strong Communities do?

Safe Streets/Strong Communities is a community-based organization that builds collective POWER and LEADERSHIP within targeted communities. We campaign for a new criminal justice system, one that creates safe streets and strong communities for everyone regardless of race or economic status.  We believe that uniting communities that are most hurt by a problem, helps us build real POWER so we can demand changes in our neighborhoods and throughout our city.  If you want to be a part of the solution and get involved, please call us at 504-522-3949.
Why an Independent Police Monitor?
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