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Statement
Thank you to the committee for the invitation to speak to you today about the future of
American policing. While I am sure many of my fellow guests will call on you to redefine
the role of the police in our society, I am here to challenge the idea that “reimagination”
is good. My case is a simple one: police are an effective means for controlling crime.
Any significant reduction in their number or responsibilities would come at substantial
loss to public safety.
Crime imposes enormous cost on our society. According to one recent estimate, crime
produced monetary and quality-of-life losses equivalent to $2.6 trillion in 2017 alone.1
This was before the dramatic increase in certain offenses over the past two years,
including an unprecedented 25 percent spike in homicide.2 Crime has significant longterm costs: one study estimates that victimization leads to losses of up to 13 percent of
earnings as much as four years after the fact.3 These costs are borne disproportionately
by our most disadvantaged citizens: In 2020, for example, the black homicide rate was
10 times the white homicide rate.
To “reimagine” policing in practice means reducing the number of police officers, or
reallocating their responsibilities to other government agencies. But I sincerely doubt
that we can make such changes without increasing crime’s already exorbitant cost.
First, police are among our most effective tools for crime control. Decades of research
supports the proposition that hiring more officers,4 deploying more officers in a given
area,5 and investing more in investigations causally reduces crime.6 One widely cited
estimate finds that for each dollar spent on policing, society reaps $1.63 in social
savings from crime prevented.7
Second, armed officers are needed for the risks of police work. Advocates of
“reimagination” expect to send police to only the most dangerous calls. But in a country
with 400 million guns,8 predicting danger in advance is a real challenge. In Philadelphia,
for example, dispatchers routinely misassign mental health calls as crimes and crimes
as mental health calls.9 In 2019, 15 officers were killed and thousands assaulted during
routine activities like traffic stops or handling mentally ill individuals.10 Recent deaths of
social workers sent in to such situations highlights the dangers of even mundane
policing.11
Third, it is more efficient to concentrate responsibility for public order in a single agency,
rather than “unbundling” across many agencies. Divvying up police duties among
smaller groups of social workers, violence interrupters, and other civilian employees
inevitably leads to excess demand for some agencies and slack capacity in others.
Centralizing responsibilities preserves a more-responsive civil service, key to both
controlling crime and engaging the public.12
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In contrast to the proven effectiveness of police, proposals to “reimagine” policing are
generally either misguided, lacking in evidentiary support, or address only a small
fraction of what police do.
The most popular “reimagination” is the replacement of police with “community violence
interruption,” a strategy which, as President Biden put it in his State of the Union
address, involves “trusted messengers breaking the cycle of violence and trauma and
giving young people hope.”13 Yet violence interruption programs routinely show mixed
efficacy, reducing only some measures of violence in some areas, and even sometimes
resulting in increases in violence.14 As Texas A&M University crime-focused economist
Jennifer Doleac put it, “the evidence on this strategy … is extremely weak. We basically
have no idea if it works. But even the correlational studies aren’t consistently finding
beneficial effects, which should give us pause.”15
Another popular idea is to shift mental health and homelessness-related calls to a
separate civilian agency. Model implementations like Eugene, Oregon’s CAHOOTS
program have existed for a long time. But they do not, in fact, pick up much police work:
Only 5 to 8 percent of Eugene calls for police service are fully diverted to CAHOOTS,
and the agency spends most of its time on welfare checks and transport.16 An average
of just 3 percent of 911 calls to police across nine major cities are for mental or medical
illness.17
Lastly, many insist that municipal dollars spent on policing would be better spent on
housing, education, or social services. This argument depends invariably on misleading
estimates of the true level of police funding. Across all levels of government, police
account for less than 3 percent of spending, a relatively small sum that would not
obviously yield greater returns if diverted to other budget functions.18
This is not to say that there are no non-police interventions that can reduce crime.
There is great promise in approaches that reduce public disorder, including greening
public spaces, clearing vacant lots, and increasing street lighting.19 But these
interventions, as with any that works by facilitating community self-policing, are
backstopped by strong and effective law enforcement.20 It is good to better equip, better
train, and better oversee our police officers. But we should never imagine that we can
dramatically reduce their footprint or replace them entirely. To “reimagine” policing
invariably means a new wave of crime, a wave that will crush our worst-off citizens for
decades to come.
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