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I. INTRODUCTION

In the wake of the tragic murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis
police officer Derek Chauvin, a seemingly veto-proof majority of the
Minneapolis City Council vowed to dismantle the city’s police department
and “end policing as we know it.”! The pledge appeared to be a turning
point in policing history. Minneapolis was poised to become the first major
municipality to test such a radical response to police misconduct. These
events accelerated a national conversation on the feasibility and
desirability of police defunding, police abolition, and the reimagination of
public safety. In the months and years that have followed, a segment of
scholars, civil rights groups, and politicians have argued that policing is
fundamentally broken and cannot be fixed.? The only way to reduce the
racially imbalanced harms created by policing, they argued, was to
substantially reduce the scope of police responsibilities, or, more radically,
abolish policing entirely.?
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In Minneapolis, this nascent effort quickly unraveled. In the months
that followed, city councilors walked back their promise to dismantle the
city’s police department.* The next year, voters in Minneapolis rejected a
ballot measure to replace the city’s police department with a “‘public
health oriented’ Department of Public Safety,” and Mayor Jacob Frey
won reelection decisively on a platform that opposed police abolition.® The
backtracking in Minneapolis mirrored similar changes in communities
across the country. Seattle elected Bruce Harrell as mayor on a promise to
increase the number of police officers shortly after the city council had
pledged to cut the city’s policing budget in half.” And in New Y ork, voters
elected former police captain Eric Adams as mayor on a platform that
“reject[ed] the defund-the-police movement and emphasiz[ed] the role of
the police in public safety.”

These examples illustrate the challenges ahead for those supportive of
defunding or abolishing American police departments. This symposium
article considers the challenges that communities may face in advancing
efforts to defund local police departments and reimagine public safety. It
identifies five distinct challenges posed by defunding and reimagination
efforts in the future.

First, these proposals must consider the problems of decentralization,
municipal inequality, and resource scarcity. To optimize success, this
essay argues that any reimagination effort of public safety must be coupled
with a broader reallocation in tax revenue at the state or federal level.
Second, defunding and abolition proposals could benefit from more
empirically supported studies on alternative public safety strategies. This
might include continuing studies on the current policing responsibilities
that can be safely transferred to civilians, as well as alternative preemptive
interventions that can prevent crime. Third, proposals to defund police
departments must consider how to ensure that the remaining police
departments have adequate resources to provide high-quality service. This
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might include allocating adequate funding to hire qualified officers and
ensure officer training, oversight, and accountability efforts. Finally,
defunding and abolition proposals must consider how to respond to public
demand for justice for victims of crime.

II. MUNICIPAL INEQUALITY AND RESOURCE SCARCITY

Defunding and reimagination efforts must grapple with the problem
of municipal inequality and resource scarcity. Funding of police
departments happens primarily at the local level.” There are thousands of
local police departments in the United States,'® and they receive the large
majority of their funding from local property and sales taxes.'! The federal
government is a relatively minor contributor to local police spending.'?
According to one empirical estimate, the typical American police
department spends around $350 per capita in locally generated tax dollars
on police services, with only around $10 to $30 per capita in spending on
local policing flowing from the federal government.'> Thus, the best
estimates suggest that federal funding accounts for somewhere between
three and nine percent of local police spending.'*

Since Americans are often geographically segregated into
municipalities based on wealth, funding for local police reflects existing
inequalities between municipalities. Wealthy communities with expensive
properties and frequent commercial activity can tax their constituents at
lower rates than poorer communities to obtain similar tax revenue to spend
on policing. This means that “economically disadvantaged communities
most in need of public-safety services can often least afford them.”!®

Compounding this problem, police departments receive a relatively
small part of all tax dollars collected in the United States. Most tax dollars
collected in the United States go to states or the federal government.'®
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Local governments receive only a small percentage of all tax receipts in
the United States.'” Local governments generally spend most tax dollars
on programs other than policing. The typical locality spends somewhere
between six to thirteen percent of all local tax dollars on policing.'® Most
local tax dollars go toward schools, parks, infrastructure, sanitation, and
social programs.'® Put simply, even if communities were to defund or even
abolish their local police department, this would not necessarily free up a
substantial amount of money relative to other government expenditures.
Practically, this combination of local control over policing budgets,
municipal inequality, and resource scarcity has significant implications for
defunding and abolition proposals.

For one thing, it means that any effort to defund law enforcement and
redistribute those funds must happen at the city and county level, rather
than through sweeping federal legislation. In a nation of nearly 18,000
state and local police departments,? this creates a sort of collective action
problem. Those supporting defunding and reallocation must take their
cause before thousands of city councils and county boards in their effort
to meaningfully reduce local expenditures on policing.

Further, simply defunding police departments and redistributing those
funds into social programs will probably not be enough to achieve the lofty
ambitions of many activists. Even if we were to abolish all police
departments overnight and reallocate these funds entirely to social
programs designed to curb the root causes of crime, that would amount to
a reallocation of a quite small percentage of all tax dollars collected in the
United States at all levels of government.?! That total expenditure
reallocation would pale in comparison to the total amount of tax dollars
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that already goes towards various social programs like Medicare,
Medicaid, Social Security, SNAP and TANF benefits, unemployment,
government housing, and other social programs.?? Even more challenging,
defunding and reallocation of local public safety expenditures would not
necessarily provide the extensive additional social spending in the
communities most in need of these funds.

Combined, this means that simply reallocating a comparatively small
pool of resources at the local level is unlikely to address the historically
embedded, systemic causes of crime and violence. Instead, achieving the
ambitious goals of abolitionists may require broad collective action at the
state or federal level to reallocate resources to areas of need. But as the
next section explains, such a reallocation of scarce government resources
will demand rigorous empirical strategies on the best way to allocate
funding to preemptively reduce violence and crime.

III. ALTERNATIVE PUBLIC SAFETY STRATEGIES

Next, efforts to reimagine public safety need continued, rigorous
empirical studies on the effectiveness of alternative interventions in
reducing crime and violence. In recent years, several jurisdictions have
introduced pilot studies to reduce the scope of policing or reimagine the
delivery of some public services previously provided by police officers.
Numerous cities have begun rolling out initiatives to have social workers
or other trained civilians report to mental health emergencies, either with
or without police.? Cities and states have removed some policing powers
from law enforcement, like the ability to engage in pretextual traffic stops
that may be a substantial contributor to racial bias and unnecessary
violence.* One jurisdiction has even explored the possibility of removing
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police from traffic enforcement altogether.?> And some cities have reduced
police presence in public schools.?®

As recent events like those summarized above illustrate, communities
may understandably hesitate to reduce the scope of policing for fear of the
effects on crime. No doubt, numerous factors outside of policing influence
crime. But there is compelling evidence that police presence, staffing rates,
and police tactics likely have a statistically significant effect on crime,
including violent crimes like murder.?’

To convince voters to limit the size and scope of policing, defunding
supporters and abolitionists may need to build their own compelling body
of empirical research illustrating how alternative non-policing strategies
can achieve similar reductions in crime. These studies may be most
effective if focused on how low-cost, non-policing interventions—using
the limited resources that we already currently spend on local police
budgets—can achieve similar reductions in crime as investments in
policing.

IV. FUNDING AND POLICING QUALITY

Further, any effort to defund or reimagine policing must ensure that
remaining law enforcement agencies have adequate funding to recruit,
retain, train, oversee, and (when necessary) discipline officers. As my
coauthor and I have previously argued, adequate funding is a necessary
precondition to high-quality policing.?® For example, the US. Department
of Justice (DOJ) investigates and overhauls a local police department
pursuant to 18 U.S.C. § 12601 when it uncovers an agency engaged in a
“pattern or practice” of unlawful behavior.”” When it overhauls these
agencies, one recurring pattern is the high cost of the package of reforms
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DOJ requires to remedy these patterns of misconduct.*® It can be expensive
to provide officers with high quality academy and in-service training.*! It
can be expensive to employ oversight measures to body-worn or dash
cameras.’? It can be expensive to have a well-staffed and professional
internal affairs bureau to discipline officers engaged in misconduct.** Put
simply, some of the worst police departments in the United States seem to
struggle to oversee and respond to officer misconduct, in part, because of
their inadequate funding.

Once more, police departments exist in a labor market like any other
industry.** That means the most qualified talent will demand the highest
compensation. Departments that do not adequately invest in officer
salaries may lose the most qualified employees to better paying agencies.
Even worse, departments that underpay their officers may end up hiring
part-time officers,*® or even so-called “wandering officers” that have been
pushed out of their prior agency because of allegations of misconduct.*’

All of this is to say that defunding and reimagination efforts may be
most effective if coupled with assurances to the public that any remaining
police departments will have sufficient resources to compete for talent in
the market of police officers and sufficiently invest in training, oversight,
and accountability apparatuses.
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V. JUSTICE FOR VICTIMS OF CRIME

Finally, police abolitionists may be wise to consider how to handle the
public demand for justice in the event of violent crimes. Admittedly, many
police officers may spend little time investigating serious crimes.*® And
clearance rates for some crimes are unacceptably low in many large
American cities.*® Nevertheless, police departments in the United States
successfully investigate thousands of serious crimes, including murders,
rapes, assaults, and kidnappings.*°

In the aggregate, the United States has considerably higher rates of
homicides than other well-developed nations.*! This includes particularly
high rates of crimes of violence involving the use of firearms, no doubt
linked to the fact that Americans own guns at rates that far outpace most
other countries.*> Despite the compelling critiques about the possible
misallocation of police manpower, there is little doubt that police act as
first responders to many of these violent crimes. Police investigations help
identify many perpetrators of these crimes. Police assist prosecutors with
building a sufficient evidentiary record to prove the guilt of those that
commit violent crimes.

As currently structured, policing is inextricably intertwined into our
government responses to violent crime and efforts to obtain justice for
victims of these crimes. And the United States suffers from considerably
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LKZK] (estimating that there were approximately 20,000 homicides in 2020 and 22,000
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41. See Zack Beauchamp, American Doesn’t Have More Crime Than Other Rich
Countries. It Just Has More Guns, VOX (Feb. 15, 2018), https://www.vox.com/2015/8/27/
9217163/america-guns-europe-homicide-rates-murder-crime [https:/perma.cc/5L8R-
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more crime than most comparable countries in the developed world.** Any
proposal to radically reimagine or abolish policing may garner greater
public support if coupled with a plausible alternative plan to respond to
this reality.

VI. CONCLUSION

Demands to defund police and reimagine public safety are here to stay.
Policymakers should take these calls seriously, particularly the demands
to restrict the scope of law enforcement tasks to limit the inevitable harms
that policing generates. At the same time, implementing these ambitious
proposals may prove difficult. Decentralization, municipal inequality, and
resource disparities mean that even successful defunding efforts may not
leave sufficient resources to preemptively combat the deeper causes of
crime in the communities with the greatest public safety needs.
Abolitionist proposals could benefit from more rigorous empirical studies
on alternative crime prevention strategies. Defunding advocates must be
prepared for the reality that funding likely has some significant
relationship with the quality of policing services in many communities.
And abolitionists’ proposals may be most successful when paired with
additional plans to ensure adequate justice for victims of crimes,
particularly violent crimes, even without the use of police.

43 John J. Donohue, How US Gun Control Compares to the Rest of the World, STAN. L.
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