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Foreword
By Ronal Serpas and David Brown

T

hroughout his campaign and in his first days as President, Donald Trump pledged
to reduce crime and violence. In early February, in a speech to law enforcement,
he stated his intentions to enact policies to curb crime, provide treatment to those
who need it, and support law enforcement. We provide this report with our preferred
policies on how the President can best do this.
As law enforcement veterans, we know firsthand the importance of this work. We have
dedicated our lives and careers to protecting public safety, helping cut in half the 1991
crime rate.1
It is critical that we continue to keep crime low. Police officers enter this profession
because we care deeply about this country and its citizens. We take seriously our charge
to uphold the law, and rigorously pursue those who violate it. And we take dangers
head-on so that others can lead their lives free of fear and violence.
The President can help champion this effort. He can shape the national conversation, urge
legislation, and steer federal dollars toward effective programs. While each community
is best-suited to set its own crime-fighting practices, the federal government’s support
is critical to these efforts.
We urge the Administration and Congress to carefully consider new crime policies,
and adopt and support those that fight crime effectively. Decades of experience have
convinced us of a sobering reality: today’s crime policies, which too often rely only on
jail and prison, are simply ineffective in preserving public safety.
We need not use arrest, conviction, and prison as the default response for every broken
law. For many nonviolent and first-time offenders, prison is not only unnecessary from a
public safety standpoint, it also endangers our communities. Once inmates are released,
they struggle to find employment, housing, and other necessities that would re-integrate
them into society. Facing few legitimate opportunities, many ex-offenders return to
crime. The higher the incarceration rate for such offenders, the less safe the citizenry.
We must instead consider those policies that better preserve public safety. Dangerous,
violent offenders should be behind bars, but incarceration is not necessarily the best
tool to put non-violent offenders back on the road to productive, law-abiding lives.
For example, treatment may be preferable for those suffering from mental illness or
drug addition, instead of a perpetual cycle of catch-and-release that only diverts law
enforcement resources from battling more serious threats to society.
Agenda for the new Administration
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To better combat crime, we must improve our nation’s crime policies. We urge
President Trump and Attorney General Jeff Sessions to join and take leadership roles
in the ongoing cross-partisan efforts to reform our justice system. This report offers
five policies the new Administration should support to forge a path to advance our
common goal of a safer nation.
Serpas is the former Police Superintendent of New Orleans, Louisiana, Nashville, Tennessee
and the Washington State Patrol. Brown is the former Police Chief of Dallas, Texas. They are
co-chairs of Law Enforcement Leaders to Reduce Crime and Incarceration.
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l. Prioritize Resources to Combat Violent Crime

V

iolent crime endangers communities, tears apart families, and spreads fear.
While crime and violence remains at historic lows nationally, the last year saw an
uptick in murders in a few large cities, particularly Chicago.2 We must act swiftly and
efficiently to continue to keep crime down across the country and combat the murder
increases in these cities.
President Trump has committed to reducing violence as a top priority for his
Administration.3 In his 100-day action plan, he has said that he would propose legislation
called the Restoring Community Safety Act (“RSCA”), which would establish a task
force on crime, increase funding for local police, and increase resources to target gangs.
In early February, the President signed an executive order creating this “Task Force on
Crime Reduction and Public Safety” at the Justice Department, and signed another order
to curb gang and drug activity. The proposal and these orders, however, do not target
their language and efforts on fighting violent crime — the most serious threat to our
public safety. Instead, they encourage law enforcement to focus on crime more generally.4
Federal resources are imperative to combat crime across the country, but failing to direct
these resources toward our most immediate and dangerous threats risks wasting taxpayer
dollars.
Each year, the federal government spends billions in criminal justice grants to support
overwhelmed police department and government budgets. For example, the Department
of Justice offered $5.5 billion in grants to local agencies in 2016.5 These dollars fund
law enforcement efforts to investigate and prosecute crimes. However, to a large degree,
these outlays are not targeted at fighting violent and serious crime. In fact, some of these
dollars are expended on antiquated law enforcement tools, such as dragnet enforcement
of lower-level offenses. This misses an opportunity to prioritize resources towards more
effective ways of fighting violent and serious crime in the states. Without such change,
states will continue inefficient enforcement techniques.
At least for now, the new Administration may repeat this mistake with its proposals.
For example, by purporting to reduce crime overall, the RCSA proposal and executive
orders target all crime on an equal basis. We know from experience that each type of
crime derives from different causes, presents distinct challenges for law enforcement,
and requires nuanced responses. To combat violent crime effectively, we cannot fund
all crime fighting tactics. Instead, we must target resources to protect our communities
from the most serious threats.
Any new crime policy should be targeted to protect communities from their gravest
threats, such as murders and shootings. In July, the nation’s largest law enforcement
Agenda for the new Administration
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groups — the Major Cities Chiefs Association, National District Attorneys Association,
Association of Prosecuting Attorneys, Police Foundation, and Law Enforcement Leaders
— signed a joint letter to President Trump asking that federal grants focus on violent
crimes.6 We urge the President and Congress to implement policies that would direct
current or new federal grants to support law enforcement efforts to eradicate violent and
serious crime, with priority given to cities facing increased violence, high victimization,
or public corruption.
Federal law enforcement and prosecution should also use resources to better target violent
crime. Currently, only 2 percent of federal arrests and 3 percent of prosecutions target
violent offenders.7 Merely 7 percent of federal prisoners are convicted of violent crimes.
In comparison half are behind bars for drug offenses.8 In 2016, Congress approved a
budget of $7.5 billion in taxpayer dollars to maintain this prison population — only a
fraction of which isolates truly dangerous threats.9
The President should direct these federal agencies to better allocate manpower and
resources to fighting violent and serious crime. Specifically, the Attorney General should
direct law enforcement agencies and the Justice Department’s 93 U.S. Attorneys’ offices
to prioritize their resources toward investigating, arresting, and prosecuting violent and
serious offenders.
Focusing our priorities and resources on the most dangerous threats to our communities
will make our nation safer for all. Our officers will execute more probative investigations
and our prosecutors will build stronger cases against the most dangerous individuals.
In this way, we will maximize the impact of limited federal resources on what we know
works best to protect the safety of the country.
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ll. S
 upport Reducing Unnecessary Incarceration
and Federal Sentencing Reform

L

aw enforcement is eager to find ways to allow police and prosecutors to effectively
reduce crime, protect communities, and ensure justice. Bloated prison populations
harm more than they protect. Sentencing laws too often require excessively lengthy
punishments for many crimes. As a result, our jails and prisons hold 2.2 million
inmates. Another 4.7 million are on probation or parole.10 The country spends $274
billion per year on its criminal justice systems, without ensuring the required public
safety gains.11
Successful state level reforms have shown the country can simultaneously reduce
incarceration and crime. Michigan eliminated mandatory sentencing for most
nonviolent drug offenses in 2002. Over the next decade, the state decreased its prison
population by 14 percent while seeing a 16 percent decrease in the violent crime rate.12
In 2010, South Carolina ended mandatory minimum sentencing for drug possession
and enacted other reforms, and in the next four years saw a 9 percent decrease in the
prison population and a 17 percent decrease in violent crime.13 In fact, over the last
decade, 27 states have reduced crime and incarceration together.14
Last year, a bipartisan group of senators championed federal reform modeled on these
state successes. The Sentencing Reform and Corrections Act of 2015 (“SRCA”) would
recalibrate sentencing policy by reducing mandatory minimums for nonviolent offenders
and granting judges greater discretion when sentencing low-level offenders.15 While
receiving support from both sides of the aisle, the SRCA stalled following opposition
from a handful of vocal republican senators, including then-Senator Jeff Sessions (RAL), who cited his concerns about the bill’s possible impact on public safety.
Last month, Republican leaders in Congress vowed to reintroduce the SRCA this year.
Over the last decade, reducing unnecessary incarceration has become a central focus
of the conservative policy agenda. Vice President Mike Pence, House Speaker Paul
Ryan (R-WI), former Attorneys General Edwin Meese and Michael Mukasey, and the
Republican National Committee have all vocally supported criminal justice reform.16
This policy stance is driven by a coalescing of conservative values that give this bill wide
support including limiting government spending, preserving individual liberty, curbing
governmental overreach, more effectively reducing crime, and offering the opportunity
for redemption.
Law enforcement similarly supports sentencing reform. Reducing unnecessary
incarceration will free funding and time for our officers to focus on targeting and
preventing violent crime, making our streets safer. National law enforcement groups
Agenda for the new Administration
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including the Major Cities Chiefs Association, Major County Sheriffs’ Association,
National District Attorneys Association, International Association of Chiefs of Police,
and Law Enforcement Leaders have all strongly endorsed the bill, explaining its public
safety benefits.17
While Attorney General Sessions previously opposed the SRCA, he may have a different
perspective if he is confirmed as the head of the Justice Department. More than 25
percent of the Department’s budget is consumed by funding federal prisons.18 The more
dollars these prisons require, the less available to allocate to federal law enforcement
in our fight to secure public safety. This makes it harder for law enforcement to do
our jobs. The Sentencing Reform and Corrections Act would help reverse this trend,
resulting in an estimated savings of $722 million from the federal prison budget in the
next ten years.19
We urge President Trump to join the bipartisan effort to reduce unnecessary incarceration
by making it a priority for his Administration and the country. He should publicly
commit to efforts to reduce the national prison population in his first State of the Union
address. Clear and early commitment from the President encourages other lawmakers
and officials nationwide to advance the cause.
As Attorney General, Sessions should also support the Sentencing Reform and
Corrections Act or other bipartisan legislation to reduce sentences for nonviolent crimes.
We also urge Attorney General Sessions and President Trump to meet with the major
law enforcement groups supporting this bill to hear our perspective on why we, on the
ground, believe it will help reduce crime.
By taking this step, the Administration can demonstrate its commitment to a more
effective and efficient criminal justice system.
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lll. Increase Mental Health and Drug Treatment

D

rug addiction wreaks havoc across the nation, from large cities to the rural
countryside. In 2015, 52,000 people died from drug overdoses; 33,000 involving
opioids.20 Meanwhile, the mental health system is chronically under-resourced and
unable to meet the demand for treatment and services. Last year, 57 percent of adults
with a mental illness did not receive adequate treatment.21
Many of these individuals end up in the criminal justice system, turning jails and prisons
into substitute health facilities. Today, there are ten times as many people with serious
mental illnesses in prisons as in hospitals.22 Over half (1.3 million) of inmates have
mental health disorders, and 65 percent (1.5 million) suffer from drug addiction.23
Too often, these prisoners are back behind bars soon after release. More than half — 52
percent — of substance-involved inmates are repeat offenders.24 One quarter of state
inmates with mental illness have been previously incarcerated three or more times.25
Law enforcement officers are not mental health or addiction professionals. We have
neither the training nor resources to provide mental health services. Yet, we are often
the first responders to someone in the midst of a mental health or addiction crisis, and
police have little alternative other than making an arrest. And after the arrest, these
offenders are incarcerated, rather than treated.
Jails and prisons cannot properly treat the mentally ill or addicted. Few who need
treatment receive it while incarcerated — only 27 percent of those with a mental illness,
and only 11 percent of those suffering from addiction.26 As a result, when these people
are released they are, at best, no better off than then they went in — and often worse.
They are practically destined to commit more crimes and cycle into prison.27
Individuals with mental illness cost taxpayers significantly more to incarcerate than
other inmates for a variety of reasons, including a higher likelihood of violating prison
rules, high medical examination costs, and increased staffing needs.28 One Florida study
found that inmates with mental illness cost 1.5 times more to incarcerate than other
inmates, while in Texas these prisoners cost an additional $8,000 to $28,000 annually.29
Comparatively, the per-person annual cost of community-based mental health treatment
is less than one-third the cost of providing adequate care in prison.30 Similarly, providing
addiction treatment outside of prisons and jails is more cost effective. Outpatient
substance abuse programs can save up to 12 times their cost and reduce criminal activity
by up to 80 percent.31
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Several police departments have created programs to divert people with drug and mental
health issues out of the criminal justice system and into the treatment they need. In
2011, Seattle instituted the Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (“LEAD”) program,
which encourages officers to bring low-level drug arrestees to treatment rather than
booking. LEAD participants are 58 percent less likely to be rearrested compared to
those arrested and booked.32 Similarly, Miami-Dade County provides training for police
officers to better prepare them to help people experiencing serious mental health issues.
The average daily jail population decreased 38 percent as a result.33
Many conservatives have championed treatment instead of punishment for the mentally
ill or addicted.34 In the early 2000s, Texas Governor Rick Perry expanded access to
alternative sanctions for nonviolent addicts.35 Recently, Governor Mary Fallin directed
the Oklahoma Justice Reform Task Force to recommend comprehensive policies that
more effectively treat drug and alcohol addiction and mental illness while improving
public safety.36 Isolated progress is not enough. The cycle of arrest and incarceration
continues with these offenders.
We urge President Trump to support specific policies to help curb this crisis. We ask
him to direct federal departments, such as the Justice Department and the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, to prioritize grant awards to state
and city agencies that divert nonviolent individuals with mental illness and addiction
toward treatment and away from the criminal justice system pre-booking. Grants
should support developing and maintaining local treatment programs, training police
officers to identify and handle those with mental illness or addition issues, and diversion
programs such as LEAD. This can be done within the limits of executive discretion when
administering competitive grants, which allows agencies to determine which applicants
are most worthy of funding.
These changes will help systematically address the key underlying causes of crime,
prevent future crime, and remove an undue burden on police while helping us focus on
apprehending the most serious and violent criminals.
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IV. Bolster Community Policing

T

ension between communities and police has risen in the last three years. The result
has been something of a false debate; one in which civilians and politicians are
expected to choose between supporting law enforcement or their neighbors. The reality
is that police and communities must work together. We are not on opposite sides of the
fence. There must be penalties for misconduct, whether that misconduct is committed
by the police or the community. A mistrustful community puts police officers at risk.
Without cooperation between law enforcement and the community, enhancing public
safety is next to impossible.

Community policing, properly applied, can diminish this tension while also reducing
crime. Begun approximately 50 years ago, community policing is used by many
departments to varying degrees. Its central feature remains collaboration between the
police and the community.37 Dallas adopted community policing in 1993. In the nearly
quarter-century since, both violent and property crime rates have plunged to greater
degree than nationally.38 Atlanta adopted community policing in 2010, and, according
to an annual survey, only two years later residents felt better protected by police than at
any other time in the previous decade.39
Effective community policing needs adequate funding. Dedicated resources are critical
to ensure that community policing efforts are robust and that community partnerships
are sustained. Unfortunately, in an era of tight budgets, these and other critical law
enforcement programs are being cut. A 2011 Department of Justice survey, the most
recent such survey, found 39 percent of participating police departments were cutting
back on community policing.40
The Justice Department’s Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (“COPS
Office”) advances community policing by providing grants to state and local law
enforcement and acting as an information clearinghouse.41 This funding was used in
part to hire and train new officers, contributing to the drastic crime decline over the
last two decades.42 From 1995 to 2002, Congress allocated the COPS Office about $1
billion annually. That allocation has now declined to about $200 million in the last
three years.43
Congress should restore funding to the COPS Office. Local police need these resources
to mend community relationships, and in so doing, further reduce crime and enhance
public safety. Equally important, an essential value of democracy is that the people have
confidence in law enforcement. Erosion of trust in police contributes to a suspicious
view of government generally.
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The Hill reports that President Trump plans to cut all COPS Office funding.44 If
defunded entirely, law enforcement’s work will be much more difficult at a time when
we are called on to do more. We urge the President, instead, to request more funding
in his next budget to Congress for the COPS Office to continue strengthening and
expanding local community policing.
Hostile relationships between communities and law enforcement are a national concern
and can benefit from a national solution. Renewing federal support for the COPS Office
is an important step toward a modernized and more effective police force across our
nation, and one that empowers local police departments. It is crucial that we increase
public trust and satisfaction in our law enforcement so we can work more effectively to
identify neighborhood concerns, act together to intervene, and keep our country safe.
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V. Preserve and Expand Recidivism Reduction

M

ore than 600,000 inmates leave prison every year.45 Within three years, about
half of them are back behind bars, and nearly 70 percent have been rearrested
at least once.46 This revolving door of incarceration serves no one well. It is expensive
for the taxpayers, diverts limited police resources, and contributes to unnecessary
incarceration and increased crime. Reducing the high recidivism rate is essential for
protecting public safety.

Former inmates face an array of obstacles to successfully re-integrate into society. Many
lacked the education or skills for gainful employment before they entered prison, and
few have such skills when they leave.47 In addition, potential employers may be reluctant
to hire someone with gaps in their work history or with a criminal record. The majority
of ex-offenders — 60 percent — are unemployed one year after release. And many
cannot find housing; in urban areas up to 50 percent of homeless people were formerly
incarcerated. With these challenges and little economic opportunity, it is hardly surprise
that many ex-inmates return to crime or otherwise violate their terms of release.48
Since virtually all inmates are eventually released, prisons must start preparing inmates
for release from the first day they are behind bars to the last. This includes effective
support for ex-offenders once they re-enter society. Better preparation both in and
outside prison will better protect public safety. For example, research shows that federal
and state inmates who participate in education programs have a 43 percent lower
recidivism rate than inmates who do not receive education.49
The Federal Bureau of Prisons (“BOP”), which oversees about 200,000 inmates —
more than any individual state — embraces the philosophy that “release preparation
begins the first day of incarceration.” Federal prisoners have access to several programs
designed to ensure they have the vocational skills, education, and treatment necessary
to succeed upon release.50 In November, the BOP announced plans to expand
programming by creating a school district in federal prisons offering new programs for
literacy, high school diplomas, post-secondary education, and programs for individuals
with learning disabilities.51
As a federal inmate nears release, reentry services intensify. The BOP decides whether
to place the inmate in a residential reentry center (commonly called halfway houses)
or supervised home confinement.52 These settings have strict rules, such as curfews,
but ex-offenders are permitted to leave only for special reasons, such as going to work,
searching for a job, or visiting family.53 This gradual transition allows inmates to start
building their post-incarceration lives while some structure is maintained before having
to attain complete self-sufficiency.
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While halfway houses and home confinement better the chances of federal inmates
successfully reentering society as law-abiding citizens, the federal government is not
maximizing the potential of these programs. The BOP releases 21 percent of eligible
prisoners directly into the community, bypassing these transitional services altogether.54
In fact, it often fails to offer transitional services to offenders at the highest risk of
recidivating.55 Studies have found transitioning high-risk offenders through residential
reentry centers actually decreases their likelihood of committing another crime.
Unfortunately, a 2016 Office of Inspector General audit found that BOP officials release
42 percent of these inmates directly into the community from prison, likely out of a
misguided concern that these offenders will reoffend while in transition.56 Instead, the
BOP should consider the greater risk of danger when releasing an inmate directly into
the community with no transitional programming.
The new Administration has not yet provided a plan for federal prison programming;
however recent reports indicate that President Trump is considering significant cuts to
the federal budget.57 While this would save immediate costs, eliminating these programs
would ultimately harm public safety.
We urge the President and the Justice Department to support the existence and expansion
of in-prison educational and treatment programs as a means to reduce recidivism, crime,
and taxpayer dollars spent on repeat incarceration.
Second, the President should direct the BOP to expand its use of residential reentry
centers and home confinement for federal prisoners nearing release. Specifically, he
should direct the BOP to prioritize the placement of high-risk offenders into transitional
services of some kind, as opposed to direct release into society.
Expanding reentry services behind bars and during reintegration into society will help
decrease the overall rate of recidivism. In turn, this will reduce crime while decreasing
the number of people we lock up and saving taxpayer dollars.

12

law enforcement leaders

Conclusion

L

aw enforcement’s commitment to the public safety of our country compels us to
urge the new Administration to act swiftly and decisively to support methods that
work to reduce crime and to move away from outdated methods that do not.
By following the recommendations above, President Trump will support and augment
our efforts. This will strengthen the criminal justice system, aid law enforcement, and
better protect American communities.
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