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De-policing (the practice of field personnel pulling back from proactive policing activities) has
been on the rise across the nation since the fall of 2014, primarily in response to negative media
attention and political protests targeting the police. In the wake of anti-police sentiments and
protests, some law enforcement officers and agencies made the intentional decision to either stop
or significantly reduce their proactive policing activities, such as proactive stops, searches and
arrests.'

Then, during the pandemic of 2020-2021, many law enforcement agencies prudently pulled back
temporarily from enforcing minor violations of the law. This was done to reduce the spread of the
virus within jail populations and ease the caseloads for the traffic and criminal courts that had
drastically cut back on their in-person operations.

However, now that the courts and jails are back to full operational status, and we are seeing
nationwide spikes in traffic crashes and violent crime, it is time to consider resuming proactive
policing strategies. Social science research evidence reveals a correlation between proactive
policing activities, such as proactive stops and the targeting of crime and traffic hot spots for
proactive patrols, and a reduction in social problems such as crime and serious traffic
crashes.' After several years of pulling back, it may be time to overcome officer resistance
and inertia and get back to proactive police work.
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Crime and Traffic Problems on the Rise

It is an irrefutable fact that crime, especially violent crime, is on the rise in the United States. This
reality is reflected in Americans’ increasing fear of crime. In 2020, the Gallup Poll revealed that
78% of the Americans surveyed believed there was more crime in the nation during 2020 than in
2019. In 2021, the Gallup Poll revealed 70% of Americans believed there was even more crime
in the nation during 2021 than in 2020. Again, in 2022, the Gallup Poll revealed that 78% of
Americans believed there was yet again more crime in the nation during 2022 than in 2021. When
asked about conditions at their local level, 38% of those surveyed said crime had increased
in their neighborhood in 2020, 45% said it had increased in 2021, and 56% said it had
increased in 2022." Similarly, a POLITICO poll in the fall of 2022 found 67% of those surveyed
thought violent crime was increasing nationally."

Looking at historic trends, FBI Uniform Crime Report data reveals a decline in violent crime in
the U.S. since its peak in 1993 until 2015. In response to the high rates of violent crime in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, law enforcement agencies began focusing on evidence-based,
proactive policing strategies, while the courts began increasing incarceration rates, especially
for violent offenders. Not surprisingly, the nation’s violent crime rate (including the
homicide rate) fell continuously after 1993, when those proactive strategies began to be
utilized. That trend of decline bottomed out in 2015, coinciding with the surge in nationwide anti-
police protests, political activism, negative media campaigns and the resulting rise of de-policing.

Using FBI Uniform Crime Report data, Table 1 below reveals the violent crime rate trend in the
U.S. from 1992 through 2021. There is no disputing the decline in the violent crime rate when
proactive policing strategies were widely in use across the nation (1992-2014), and the uptick in
violent crime beginning in 2015, when the de-policing phenomenon began to grow.
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Table 1. U.S. Violent Crime Rate (per 100,000 persons) 1992-2021
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Data Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports

Table 2 below reveals a similar trend, specifically for the U.S. homicide rate, over the same period
of time. When proactive policing strategies were commonly employed across the nation, the U.S.
homicide rate was in decline. When the de-policing phenomenon began, the homicide rate began
to rise again. While the official statistics for 2022 will not be available for another year or so,
media reports from the nation’s major cities suggested that the year 2022 was just as violent as
2021." The current trend, and when it began, reveals a clear conclusion—de-policing leads
to increased violent crime and homicides.
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Table 2. U.S. Homicide Rate (per 100,000 persons) 1992-2021
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Data Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports

Official statistics on fatal motor vehicle crashes within the U.S. also show an interesting and
troubling trend. Table 3 below shows the total number of drivers involved in fatal motor vehicle
crashes in the U.S. from 1992 through 2020, the most recent year when data was available from
the U.S. Department of Transportation. As Table 3 reveals, prior to 2015, the number of fatal
crashes had generally been in either stagnation or decline up until 2015. Interestingly, the number
of fatal crashes began to surge upward in 2015 and continues to rise. Even during the lockdowns
of 2020, when there were far fewer people on the roadways (and many law enforcement agencies
were refraining from making proactive vehicle stops), the number of fatal crashes was much higher
than in past years.

Are these trends a coincidence or the result of de-policing? We believe these trends provide
clear evidence that proactive policing matters. People are dying, and it is time for it to stop.
It is time for political leaders and law enforcement officials to reverse these trends.

Local political leaders need to encourage and expect their law enforcement officers to return to the
proactive policing strategies that have proven to reduce crime during the last crime surge of the
late-1980s and early 1990s. Law enforcement leaders must confidently stand by their officers
when they engage in these proactive policing strategies. Likewise, law enforcement officers and
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command staff need to re-engage with proactive police work to fulfill the oaths they took to serve
and protect their communities.

Table 3. Drivers in Fatal Motor Vehicle Crashes in the U.S., 1992-2020
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Conclusion

The “defund the police” movement of political activists and politicians, and the resulting de-
policing movement on the part of many (but not all) officers, is having a real impact on the lives
of the people of this nation. More people are being violently victimized each year in the U.S., and
more people are being killed in traffic crashes. Criminals feel emboldened with the belief that
there will be few consequences for their illegal actions.

We realize that prosecutors, judges, legislators and community leaders also need to be
included in this conversation. In the coming weeks and months, we will be issuing additional
articles that will review the scientific evidence that specific types of proactive policing
strategies reduce crime and traffic fatalities. We believe these articles will be helpful to those
trying to convince their local political leaders about the facts regarding proactive policing.
In the meantime, however, we need to be getting back to improving public safety, which
always starts with law enforcement.
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