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I.  COMMUNITY JUSTICE IN THE CONTEXT OF POLICING 

[To] maintain at all times a relationship with the public that 
gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the 
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public and the public are the police; the police are the only 
members of the public who are paid to give full-time attention 
to duties which are incumbent on every citizen, in the inter-
ests of community welfare and existence.1 

The above principle is one of nine enunciated by Sir Robert Peel 
in his effort to establish the London Metropolitan Police (one of the 
first organized police forces and the one after which American police 
forces were modeled). This principle had been nearly drained of its 
meaning by the 1970s, especially in American urban communities. In 
their long road toward professionalization, American police had rele-
gated common citizens, whether organized or not, to passive roles in 
the business of policing. Citizens were encouraged to report criminal 
activity to the police and to serve as faithful witnesses in criminal 
cases, but otherwise were discouraged from taking a more active role 
in the business of policing.2 Beginning in the late 1960s, picking up 
steam in the 1980s, and coming to dominate at least the rhetoric of 
professional policing by the 1990s, a movement known as community 
policing represented, in part, an effort to return to Peel’s foundational 
principle. This movement grew out of concerns that the police, in 
their understandable and necessary desire to free themselves of some 
of the more corrupting influences of local political control, had become 
too distant from the citizens and communities they served.3 That dis-
tance was eroding public understanding of and confidence in the po-
lice and undermining police effectiveness. In spite of improved tech-
nology designed to enhance police capacity to solve crimes and re-
spond quickly to emergencies, it had become apparent that police ef-
fectiveness in controlling crime, maintaining order, and promoting 
the public’s sense of security was largely dependent on the willing-
ness and capacity of private citizens to engage and cooperate with po-
lice.4 

In sum, police, prosecutors, criminal courts, and corrections 
agencies became so preoccupied with apprehending and punishing 
individual offenders that little thought or attention was given to such 
other justice-related matters as restoration of individual victims, res-
toration of the community’s sense of security, and improvement of so-
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cial and physical conditions to prevent further criminality.5 Led by 
the community policing movement, other institutions associated with 
the criminal justice system—prosecutors, courts, and correctional 
agencies—have also initiated movements that place a new emphasis 
on consultation, cooperation, and collaboration with the community. 
These various trends, experiments, and movements have been collec-
tively conceptualized as comprising a broader movement toward what 
is known as community justice.6  

II.  THE SPECIFIC ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY IN POLICING 

The term “community policing,” by itself, tells us little about 
what role the community is to play in the policing process. Is “com-
munity” the subject or the object of the verb “policing”? Is it the case, 
as Peel intimated, that citizens are expected to be, in effect, part-time 
police officers, taking their turns at patrolling the streets, intervening 
in disputes, arresting their fellow citizens for breaches of the law, and 
the like? Or is it merely that the phrase reminds police that it is the 
community, as opposed to say, territory, that they are policing, or 
that it is the interests of the community, and not just the government, 
that police ought to take into account when policing? The evolving no-
tions of community justice suggest that it is both: that police need to 
be more mindful of the community’s desires, interests, and well-being 
when providing police services, and that citizens are both entitled and 
obliged to take greater responsibility for their own and their fellow 
citizens’ safety and security. 

At least three distinct roles for citizens—other than as victims, 
offenders, witnesses, or jurors in criminal actions—have emerged in 
the practice of community policing. These three roles are: 1) commu-
nity as nominator of public safety concerns and priorities, 2) commu-
nity as actor or responder to public safety problems, and 3) commu-
nity as arbiter. In some instances, the community is the object of po-
licing, although taking a more active role in influencing what police 
and other government officials do to address public safety problems. 
In other instances, the community is the subject of policing, taking 
action itself to respond—directly or indirectly—to public safety prob-
lems. 
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26 (2003); Todd R. Clear & David R. Karp, The Community Justice Movement, in 
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Whether citizens are making demands and requests of govern-
ment to address problems, taking action themselves to address those 
problems, or sitting in judgment of their fellow citizens, they are play-
ing an active rather than a passive role in providing for public safety. 
Furthermore, there is emerging social science to buttress the idea 
that active communities are safer communities. A large longitudinal 
study of public safety in the many neighborhoods of Chicago has sub-
stantiated the thesis that communities that have the collective capac-
ity to get things done (so-called “collective efficacy”) have demonstra-
bly lower incidences of crime and disorder than those communities 
that lack this capacity.7 It remains somewhat an unanswered ques-
tion whether or to what degree government—police included—can 
develop or influence this collective capacity. 

A. Community as Object of Policing 

The public expects that the police will assume a large share of 
responsibility for addressing a tremendous range of social problems 
that threaten public safety. The sheer breadth of this mandate is not 
always fully recognized nor its implications readily understood. In 
addition to the few crime types with which most citizens are familiar, 
and which preoccupy police accounting systems—murder, rape, as-
sault, robbery, burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft—police 
must attend to such crimes as illegal drug trafficking, fraud (in its 
myriad forms), prostitution, arson, bomb threats, child and elder 
abuse and neglect, vandalism, public corruption, and illegal gam-
bling. They must attend to such disturbances as domestic disputes, 
child custody disputes, neighbor disputes, landlord-tenant disputes, 
and labor-management disputes. They must attend to such nuisances 
as panhandling, graffiti, inebriated persons, homeless persons, aban-
doned vehicles, parking problems, noise, and disorderly youth. They 
must attend to such hazards as traffic crashes, drunk driving, street 
racing, dangerous animals, missing persons, mentally ill persons, 
runaway juveniles, suicidal persons, underage drinking, crowd con-
trol, dignitary protection, disaster management (natural and man-
made), and now terrorism. Police are also tasked with dealing with 
the public and private fear and anxiety that these crimes, disorders, 
nuisances, and hazards provoke. On top of which police are asked to 
provide ancillary public services, ranging from funeral escorts to li-
cense regulation to youth recreation and education programs. It is not 
necessarily the case that police are always busy attending to all these 
matters simultaneously—though some police agencies certainly are—
                                                      

 7. Robert J. Sampson et al., Neighborhoods and Violent Crime: A Multilevel 
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but it is the case that police are expected to have some competence in 
all these areas and to be prepared to give special attention in any 
area as circumstances dictate. Given this incredibly broad mandate, 
how should police decide on what to concentrate their attention? 

The standard mode by which citizens call police attention to pub-
lic safety problems is through a citizen picking up the telephone and 
calling 911 or a non-emergency line at the police communications cen-
ter. If the complaint so warrants it, a police officer is dispatched to 
investigate and decide how to respond to that particular complaint or 
incident. In this way all citizens command roughly equal claim on 
when and where police services will be delivered. Of course, the citi-
zen calling the police does not dictate whether and how quickly police 
will respond, nor what action police will take to address the com-
plaint, but nonetheless, in the aggregate, police give considerable at-
tention to those matters which are processed through this system.  

But this method by which police determine what constitutes a 
public safety concern worthy of their attention suffers from several 
significant limitations. No single complaint necessarily represents a 
consensus concern of the larger community: each complaint might 
merely represent a single citizen’s grievance. Moreover, we know 
from crime victimization surveys that at least as often as not, citizens 
do not call the police to report their public safety concerns or to re-
quest police service even when they have a legitimate claim to do so. 
A professional norm has emerged among police that, at least ideally, 
every citizen complaint ought to be attended to and every crime ought 
to be investigated. Police aspirations to abide by this norm, by re-
sponding to individual requests for service and investigating each re-
ported crime, quickly consumed most police resources. Police agencies 
routinely found themselves barely able, or unable, to keep up with the 
demand for patrol and investigative services. Underlying conditions 
in the community that were causing or contributing to the incidents 
of crime, disorder, and insecurity went largely unattended under the 
strain of this unremitting workload. Community conditions deterio-
rated, public satisfaction with police service declined, and police frus-
tration increased. 

To break this cycle police have tried a different attack. They 
have designed alternative systems by which the public can nominate 
matters for police attention, systems that are designed to better iden-
tify chronic public safety concerns that threaten not just individual 
citizens, but community life itself. They have done so in recognition of 
several important realities. First, that crime, disorder, and insecurity 
have negative social effects that are more than just the sum of nega-
tive effects experienced by individual citizens. Unremediated, they 
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corrode public confidence, not just in police, but in all of government.8 
They can trigger social action, such as family decisions to move to 
communities they perceive to be safer. Such moves can become conta-
gious and lead to wholesale flight of large numbers of citizens, leaving 
behind ever more desperate and unhealthy communities, mainly in 
urban centers. Second, police have recognized that once individual 
citizens lose confidence in the capacity of the police to solve their 
problems, they likely will cease to call them to police attention at all, 
leaving police even less capable of interrupting community decline. 
Third, police recognized that many crimes and calls for police service 
are better understood as symptoms of larger problems rather than as 
discrete problems in themselves. Fourth, police recognized that the 
sorts of public safety concerns that most troubled typical citizens 
were not necessarily the felonies that preoccupied police attention, 
but rather the myriad nuisances and incivilities which were more 
commonly and personally experienced in the course of everyday life. 
All this has meant that if police truly want to know what is troubling 
a community, it is incumbent on police to create alternative mecha-
nisms through which community concerns can be more fully and ex-
plicitly expressed than they can in response to a necessarily curt po-
lice telephone operator’s insistent query, “911, what’s your emer-
gency?” 

The sorts of mechanisms police have developed for gleaning what 
is undermining a community’s sense of public safety, other than the 
911 system, are numerous. Among the more common are attending 
(and occasionally first organizing) community meetings; establishing 
or meeting with existing citizen advisory groups; polling citizens 
through structured opinion surveys; analyzing trends and patterns 
among recorded calls for police service; operating police offices that 
are more accessible, hospitable, and welcoming to citizens and com-
munity groups; inviting community leaders (both formally and infor-
mally) to meet regularly with police leaders; and placing police offi-
cers in assignments that permit citizens frequent routine interaction 
with them such that trust and rapport is established with individual 
officers. 

The mechanisms that are put in place to communicate with po-
lice influence the sort of public safety concerns that ultimately get 
expressed to police. The sorts of problems that are nominated for po-
lice attention at a community meeting are typically those that are 
commonly experienced by many citizens on a daily basis and which 

                                                      
 8. James Q. Wilson & George L. Kelling, Broken Windows: The Police and 

Neighborhood Safety, THE ATLANTIC MONTHLY, Mar. 1982, at 29, 29, available at 
http://www.cptedsecurity.com/broken_windows_theory.htm. 
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citizens feel comfortable enough sharing with police in front of other 
citizens. Neighborhood-level drug dealing, speeding vehicles, disor-
derly youth, panhandling, graffiti, and noise are common examples. 
Police commonly report being surprised at community meetings be-
cause police come prepared to discuss serious crime, assuming that is 
what concerns the community most, only to discover that citizens are 
more bothered by what police conventionally consider low-level of-
fenses. By contrast, such problems as child and elder abuse, domestic 
violence, fraud, and extortion are not typically raised in a public set-
ting because victims experience their victimization privately and of-
ten somewhat shamefully. They can be quite serious problems that 
beg for police attention but will not come to light in the context of a 
community forum. 

In addition to determining which among many social problems 
will receive special police attention, there are various related matters 
to be decided: which problems will receive priority over competing 
problems, how will problems be defined, whose interests and stakes 
in problems will take precedence over competing interests and stakes, 
what actions will be taken to respond to the problems, who will be re-
sponsible for carrying out these actions, and what will be the specific 
goals and objectives in dealing with the problems.  

The degree of influence that the community has in deciding 
these matters varies. In some instances police defer almost entirely to 
the community (however defined). In other instances police reserve to 
themselves the ultimate authority to decide these matters, taking ac-
count of the community’s expressed viewpoint. 

B. Community as Subject of Policing 

The other sense of “community policing” is that the community 
becomes the subject of policing; that is, the community does some of 
the policing itself. This is not new, of course. The community was 
largely responsible for its own policing long before organized paid po-
lice forces were created. Even after some police forces were organized, 
they did not exist in many rural and frontier regions, sometimes lead-
ing to the most egregious form of community justice, vigilantism.9 But 
even in modern times with nearly every community in the country 
under the jurisdiction of an organized police agency, overwhelmingly 
society is policed through mechanisms of informal social control.10 
Formal social control mechanisms, including police, step in only 
where informal social control is insufficient. What is relatively new is 

                                                      
 9. JEROME H. SKOLNICK & JAMES J. FYFE, ABOVE THE LAW: POLICE AND THE 

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE, 23–42 (1993). 
 10. See generally MICHAEL BANTON, THE POLICEMAN IN THE COMMUNITY (1964). 
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that police, an institution of formal social control, increasingly seek to 
harness various informal social control mechanisms present in the 
community in a concerted and purposeful way. 
 There are a variety of forms this new approach is taking. Among 
the more common ways in which citizens are actively engaging in the 
business of policing are forming community patrols and patrolling 
public places; petitioning legislative, judicial, or administrative bodies 
to take particular actions; making public demonstrations in opposi-
tion to particular offensive conduct (prostitution and drug dealing be-
ing the most common); monitoring illegal conduct, recording the de-
tails, and reporting that information to police for follow-up action; 
and cleaning up blighted areas to help restore a sense of order and 
guardianship. 
 The degree to which any of these forms of community involve-
ment in the business of policing actually contributes to the reduction 
and control of crime and disorder is hard to say with certainty. Ab-
sent rigorous and abundant evaluation, most programmatic initia-
tives in which citizens engage in the business of policing proceed on 
one or more of several bases: (1) that hard evidence notwithstanding, 
citizens are entitled and obliged as matters of principle to contribute 
to their own safety, (2) that regardless of the general evidence, citizen 
participation in policing activities can be effective when carefully tar-
geted in time and place and on particular aspects of specific problems, 
(3) that citizen involvement in the policing process enhances the le-
gitimacy of formal institutions of social control (including police) and 
enhances legitimacy which, in turn, promotes greater compliance 
with laws and norms that promote orderly behavior, or (4) that re-
gardless of its crime preventive value or its effect on promoting le-
gitimacy, citizen involvement in policing holds popular, and therefore, 
political appeal. 
 What social scientific evidence there is to date indicates that 
some of the more popular forms of citizen involvement, such as 
neighborhood watch and unfocused community policing programs, are 
not effective in preventing and controlling crime and disorder, but 
that citizen involvement can promote legitimacy, which does contrib-
ute to greater compliance with law and orderly behavior and citizens 
can do significant things in collaboration with police to address highly 
specific public safety problems.11 Accordingly, it seems generally safe 
to say that citizens can and will continue to participate in the busi-
ness of policing both because they have the right and the duty to do so 
                                                      

 11. LAWRENCE W. SHERMAN ET AL., NAT’L INST. OF JUSTICE, PREVENTING CRIME: 
WHAT WORKS, WHAT DOESN’T, WHAT’S PROMISING: A REPORT TO THE UNITED STATES 
CONGRESS (1997), available at http://www.ncjrs.org/works/wholedoc.htm.; NAT’L RESEARCH 
COUNC., supra note 4. 
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and because it probably has an overall positive effect on respect for 
law and order and government institutions. It is perhaps even more 
important to say that, depending on the precise conditions and 
mechanisms by which public safety problems are occurring and the 
precise activities they engage in, citizen participation in the business 
of policing can alternately be productive, unproductive, or counter-
productive to the larger aims of a democratic, peaceful, secure, and 
just society. 
 And so, the important question is not whether citizens should 
join with police in the business of policing—for surely they should—
but rather, what should they do and what should police and other 
agents of social control do under what conditions to control particular 
threats to public safety and security. 

C. Examples of Community Involvement in Policing 

The descriptions and examples that follow illustrate the range of 
and rationale for community action undertaken as part of the busi-
ness of policing. The categories are neither exhaustive nor mutually 
exclusive, but they reflect the more common and reasonably distinct 
forms that community participation in policing is taking. There is an 
important caveat: none of the actions as described below constitute 
proof of the effectiveness or fairness of these methods. Indeed, de-
scribed in isolation of the other actions taken, encompassing both 
formal and informal social control, and in isolation of the many con-
textual factors of each public safety problem, it cannot be said 
whether any of these actions is sensible. Whether community action 
is either effective or just depends on many other factors: Why were 
these actions taken? What else was done by whom? Were rights pro-
tected and responsibilities and burdens equitably apportioned? Were 
more effective, fairer, less intrusive alternatives available to accom-
plish the same objectives? So, while recounting community action is 
instructive, determining whether such action resulted in community 
justice requires recounting the whole story. Indeed, the very same 
community action that might on its face be deemed laudatory in one 
context might be deemed objectionable in another. 

1. Forming Community Patrols and Patrolling Public Places 

Citizens have assumed some responsibility for patrolling public 
places, sometimes under the aegis of the local police and sometimes 
wholly independently. A citizen’s patrol was formed in San Diego in 
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1991 in response to a series of violent attacks on citizens.12 Hundreds 
of citizens from several neighborhoods participated in the patrols that 
were started in response to this particular crime problem. The citi-
zens reported suspicious activity to their own dispatch operation via 
cellular telephones, and in turn, that information was relayed to po-
lice. Other similar patrols were started elsewhere in the city. At one 
point, 2500 citizens were officially enrolled in a citizen patrol in San 
Diego. While that figure is even greater than the number of police of-
ficers in San Diego, it nonetheless represents a small proportion of 
the city’s 1.2 million residents and many more visitors. In Honolulu, 
police organized special citizen patrols to monitor parking areas near 
beaches in response to a rash of vehicle break-ins.13 These patrols 
were targeted at the highest risk times and places. Citizen patrols 
have similarly been reported by police as making useful contributions 
toward addressing public safety problems in Las Vegas14; Burnaby, 
British Columbia15; Miami16; Stuart, Florida17; Edmonton, Alberta18; 
El Paso, Texas19; San Antonio20; Fresno, California21; Wichita, Kan-
sas22; and Aurora, Illinois23. Citizen patrols are sufficiently numerous 
that a national association of them now exists.24 

                                                      
 12. KEN HOFER & BOB HEIDER, SAN DIEGO POLICE DEP’T, HERMAN GOLDSTEIN 

EXCELLENCE IN PROBLEM SOLVING AWARD: CITIZEN’S PATROL (1995), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1995/95-73.pdf. 

 13. DISTRICT 4, HONOLULU POLICE DEP’T, HERMAN GOLDSTEIN AWARD 
NOMINATION (1998), http://www.popcenter.org/Library/Goldstein/1998/98-26.pdf. 

 14. LAS VEGAS METRO. POLICE DEP’T, BIEGGER ESTATES/MILLER PLAZA PROJECT 
(1999), http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1999/99-31.PDF. 

 15. ROYAL CANADIAN MOUNTED POLICE, PROJECT METROTOWN: REDUCING DRUG 
TRAFFICKING AND RELATED CRIME THROUGH MULTIAGENCY COOPERATION AND 
COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS (2002), http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/2002/02-
46(F).pdf.  

 16. MIAMI POLICE DEP’T, HERMAN GOLDSTEIN AWARD NOMINATION (2002), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/2002/02-30.pdf. 

 17. STUART POLICE DEP’T, BUILDING BRIDGES BY MENDING FENCES (2001), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/2001/01-67.pdf. 

 18. EDMONTON POLICE SERVICE, PROBLEM OWNERSHIP SUPPORT TEAM: TAKING 
OWNERSHIP TO THE NEXT LEVEL (1999), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1999/99-16.PDF. 

 19. EL PASO POLICE DEP’T, THE ANGEL’S TRIANGLE: EL PASO POLICE 
DEPARTMENT HERMAN GOLDSTEIN AWARD SUBMISSION (1998), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1998/98-19.pdf. 

 20. SAN ANTONIO POLICE DEP’T, REJUVENATING COLISEUM PARK: THE JOLLY 
TIME DRIVE INN PROJECT (1997), http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1997/97-
56.pdf. 

 21. FRESNO POLICE DEP’T, PROJECT SAFEGUARD (1997), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1997/97-21.PDF. 

 22. WICHITA POLICE DEP’T, SOUTH CENTRAL PROSTITUTION PROJECT (1996), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1996/96-59(F).pdf. 
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Many such citizen patrols are trained by police to be good wit-
nesses and to patrol safely. Many patrols also provide communica-
tions equipment (often donated by private communications compa-
nies) and transportation. Although such patrols might be initiated in 
response to violent crime and citizens trained to report such violence 
if they see it, in fact, much of what gets reported are disorderly condi-
tions in the community—vandalism, litter, disrepair, abandoned ve-
hicles and buildings, vulnerable crime targets, and the like. It is rare 
enough for police officers to witness violent behavior and serious 
crime while on patrol; organized citizen patrols are no more likely to 
do so. 

In contrast to the above programs in which citizens are watching 
out for the behavior of offenders are programs in which citizen volun-
teers provide services to fellow citizens to reduce their risk of victimi-
zation. An example is free or discounted public transportation ser-
vices provided by women volunteers for other women (mainly during 
evening hours and often on university campuses) designed to mini-
mize women’s risk of sexual assault. Another example is volunteer 
programs that routinely check on the welfare of elderly citizens.25 

Whether or not citizen patrols actually lead to reductions in 
crime and disorder, their primary purpose is to help restore a sense of 
community efficacy and thereby alleviate community fear of public 
spaces. 

2. Petitioning Legislative, Judicial, or Administrative Bodies to Take 
Particular Actions 

In the purest form of representative democracy, citizens have 
pressed their elected representatives—through signed petitions, let-
ter-writing campaigns, political meetings, or testimony offered at leg-
islative hearings—to enact laws that they believe will better address 
public safety concerns. Over 600 citizens in Fort Myers, Florida 
signed petitions in favor of a juvenile curfew law as one means of con-
trolling juvenile delinquency. Local police then delivered the petitions 
to the local city council and the curfew was duly enacted.26 Over 300 
residents in Windham, Connecticut petitioned their town government 

                                                                                                                       
 23. AURORA POLICE DEP’T, C.O.P./P.O.P PROJECT: THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

LIBERTY STREET TASK FORCE (1996), http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/1996/96-
03.PDF. 

 24. See National Association of Citizens on Patrol, http://www.nacop.org (last vis-
ited Feb. 10, 2006). 

 25. WILSON COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEP’T, SENIOR CITIZENS AWARENESS NETWORK 
(SCAN) PROJECT (2002), http://www.popcenter.org/Library/Goldstein/2002/02-57.pdf. 

 26. POLICE CHIEF LARRY D. HART, FORT MYERS POLICE DEP’T, CRIME AND BLIGHT 
IN WARD ONE (2001), http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/2001/01-21.pdf. 
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to install speed bumps on roads in a troubled residential community 
as part of a larger effort to control drug trafficking and its attendant 
problems.27 Kansas City, Missouri police secured petitions from local 
residents in support of a local parking regulation that would discour-
age people not living in the neighborhood from coming there to trans-
act business in an open-air drug market.28 Citizens of Barrow, Alaska 
petitioned the local government to allow a referendum on a proposal 
to ban the sale and consumption of alcohol in the city in a campaign 
to reduce alcohol-related harm. Supported by police, the referendum 
passed, resulting in dramatic reductions in the problem.29 

In some jurisdictions, nuisance abatement actions can be initi-
ated by citizens through the filing of petitions or complaints with a 
court or abatement board. This process was used effectively to control 
drug trafficking from houses in residential neighborhoods in West 
Hollywood, California.30 San Diego Police organized affected mer-
chants and residents to file a petition for temporary restraining or-
ders barring prostitutes from plying their trade in certain areas.31 

Citizens have also been organized into “court watches” in which 
they conspicuously attend certain court proceedings for the purpose of 
demonstrating to judges the community desire that certain offenders 
be sentenced in a particular way; typically more severely than the 
citizens believe the judges would otherwise be inclined to do. Citizens 
in Durham, North Carolina, bothered by persistent noise around the 
college campus, organized a court watch to pressure judges to treat 
the cases arising out of these complaints more seriously.32 Fifty citi-
zens in St. Louis were mobilized to attend a liquor license revocation 
hearing and requested the opportunity to testify in support of the 
revocation as part of a police-community initiative to clean up a trou-

                                                      
 27. COLONEL JOHN F. BARDELLI, CONN. STATE POLICE, APPLICATION FOR 

HERMAN GOLDSTIEN AWARD FOR “ACHIEVING THE EXTRAORDINARY” (2001), 
http://www.popcenter.org/library/Goldstein/2001/01-14.pdf. 
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bled neighborhood.33 Chattanooga, Tennessee citizens appeared in 
court with signed petitions to demonstrate their support of police ef-
forts to evict drug dealers from residences.34 

Court watch schemes have also been employed more generally to 
get judges to impose harsher sentences in classes of cases such as 
drunk driving, sexual assault, and domestic violence. Other than in 
high-profile cases, in many criminal courtrooms the only parties pre-
sent at sentencing are the defendant, the attorneys, and court em-
ployees. Many believe that judges behave differently when there ap-
pear to be interested spectators in the courtroom. 

3. Making Public Demonstrations in Opposition to Particular 
Offensive Conduct 

In the context of promoting greater public safety and security, 
citizens commonly exercise their constitutional right “peaceably to as-
semble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”35 
They march on city hall, as it were, to tell the government—police in-
cluded—what they want the government to do about crime and disor-
der. However, sometimes they also exercise this right in collaboration 
with police, joining their interest with that of the police in telling oth-
ers—sometimes fellow citizens, sometimes corporations, sometimes 
other government agencies—what they ought to do (or stop doing). 
These demonstrations, rallies, assemblies, marches, vigils, and pro-
tests commonly focus on such problems as drug trafficking, prostitu-
tion, sexually-oriented businesses, and violence. Anti-drug marches 
were popularized in Philadelphia in the late 1980s and became part 
of the standard repertoire of police-community responses to open-air 
drug markets.36 

Sometimes the main purpose of the gathering is to call attention 
to a problem; other times, the gathering is intended to have a more 
direct effect on the problem itself, such as when citizens physically 
occupy space that otherwise might be occupied by drug dealers and 
customers or prostitutes and johns. The community makes a physical 
and vocal presence to reclaim public space for legitimate purposes 
and discourage its use for illegitimate ones. 
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This relationship between police and community is typified by 
the following sentiments expressed by a group of Kansas City, Mis-
souri citizens writing to the local police commander: 

For years we have watched as the neighborhood where “we 
live, work and worship has declined and been taken [over] by 
the criminal element in the form of prostitution, drug dealing 
and criminal vandalism. . . .   

What Officer Schriever did for us is help us take action along 
with his fellow officers. He helped us see we could do a lot 
more if we did not accept this as a way of life. He said if we 
pulled our group together and worked as one unit with the 
police we could show the drug dealers and prostitutes we 
would not accept them in our neighborhood. . . .  

. . . . 

Officer Schriever also helped instigate the TAKE BACK OUR 
NEIGHBORHOOD RALLY. . . .  

. . . . 

. . . He has helped our neighborhood be pro-active.37 

In the above statements, the interactive nature of the relation-
ship between police and community is revealed. The residents who 
stand behind these statements clearly feel as though it is they, the 
representatives of the community, who ultimately made the differ-
ence in improving conditions in their neighborhood, but that the po-
lice served as the catalyst, perhaps without whom the community 
might not have been able to mobilize effectively. 

On occasion, a public protest that takes an adversarial posture 
toward government and police can lead to a collaborative resolution to 
the problems about which citizens were protesting. Homeless persons 
and their advocates staged a prolonged protest in front of the San 
Diego city government buildings. City officials directed that police 
remove the hundreds of protesters when their behavior and the physi-
cal conditions surrounding the protest deteriorated. While police did 
resolve to end the protest and remove the protesters, they went fur-
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ther by working with protest leaders to develop a new plan for im-
proving the overall community and government response to homeless 
persons. The new plan brought together police, mental health offi-
cials, health and human services workers, and a homeless services 
coordinator in a homeless outreach team.38 This account demonstrates 
how a single community group—in this instance, homeless advo-
cates—can be police adversaries in one context (the protest) and po-
lice allies in another (the mental illness problem). 

There is yet another form of citizen demonstration against illegal 
conduct that is more personal and more targeted than those described 
above. Two recent examples illustrate this form. 

In High Point, North Carolina police efforts to control illegal 
drug markets through conventional law enforcement appeared to be 
failing.39 After careful analysis of the problem, police concluded that 
part of the reason the conventional approach was failing was that the 
general law-abiding community in which the drug markets flourished 
were conflicted: they hated the operations of the drug markets and 
their destructive impact on the community, but they also hated the 
law enforcement approach to dealing with it, an approach they felt 
strongly was oppressive and racially biased.40 Only when police and 
prosecutors acknowledged that both sentiments were legitimate were 
they able to move forward with a new approach. The essence of the 
new approach was to combine conventional drug enforcement, expres-
sions of community intolerance for the drug markets, and social ser-
vices for offenders willing to change their ways. Police and prosecu-
tors developed strong criminal cases against targeted drug dealers, 
but then held the charges in abeyance. The police, prosecutors, and 
social service providers then summoned all the targeted drug dealers 
(primarily men) and their families (primarily their mothers) to a 
meeting. At the meeting the police and prosecutors revealed to the 
dealers the criminal cases they had built against them. They told the 
dealers and their families that they were prepared to take them into 
custody at any time and prosecute them fully, but that if the dealers 
were willing to cease their dealing and accept offers of assistance to-
ward a different way of life, the cases would not be prosecuted. The 
real key to this working was when the mothers told their drug deal-
ing sons that they, too, wanted them to stop dealing drugs, that they 
did not want to see them go to prison, and that they wanted a better 
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life for them. Remarkably, all of the targeted drug markets were shut 
down. Some of the drug dealers gave up drug dealing and accepted 
assistance; others were arrested, prosecuted, and incarcerated. While 
none of the tactics used were novel, it appears that the novel ingredi-
ent in this formula is the strong expression by the community—in a 
most direct way—that it no longer will tolerate the drug markets and 
that it stands ready both to support the drug dealers and to support 
the police and prosecutors to shut them down.41 

A variation on the High Point approach was recently applied in 
Sheboygan, Wisconsin.42 Concerned about emerging indoor drug mar-
kets in residential neighborhoods, police worked to organize the com-
munity against drug trafficking. After identifying suspected houses 
out of which drugs were being dealt (through careful citizen documen-
tation of suspicious activity and police undercover drug buys), police 
and police-trained citizen volunteers went door to door in the 
neighborhood, surveying all residents about their awareness of and 
concerns about the problem. At the conclusion of each interview, sur-
veyors requested that the resident place on their front lawn a sign 
reading “Neighbors Against Drugs.” Signs were placed on the lawns 
of every house in the neighborhood except the house suspected of be-
ing used for drug dealing. Police then confronted the owner of the sus-
pected drug house, made certain the owner understood the commu-
nity opposition to the illegal use of the house, and threatened the 
owner with civil property abatement and possible seizure of the prop-
erty. Careful evaluation of the initiative documented the cessation of 
drug dealing from nearly sixty drug houses and drug dealing elimi-
nated from eighteen neighborhoods. As in High Point, while some 
conventional law enforcement tactics were crucial to the project’s suc-
cess, the novel and essential element was the strong and targeted ex-
pression of community opprobrium for the illegal activity.43 

What the initiatives described above have in common is that 
they recognize that illegal and disorderly activity persists where 
there is either community acceptance of or weak community opposi-
tion to it. The exercise of formal authority enforcing laws against ille-
gal and disorderly conduct is usually insufficient to control the con-
duct where the informal authority of the community to stop the con-
duct is not similarly exercised. 
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4. Monitoring Illegal Conduct, Recording the Details, and Reporting 

that Information to Police for Follow-up Action 

Citizens have long been encouraged by police to be vigilant to il-
legal conduct and to faithfully report such to police and be available 
to testify as witnesses in legal proceedings, if necessary. Sometimes 
citizens organize in block or neighborhood watch programs and agree 
to be especially vigilant over their neighbors’ property. As noted 
above, citizens also organize into citizen patrols and report suspicious 
activity to police. Occasionally, citizens opt to take a more active role 
in monitoring specific illegal conduct by recording the details, and re-
porting that information to police for follow-up action. 

A Los Angeles police officer worked with the Beverly Glen Home-
owners’ Association on a plan to control speeding in which resident 
volunteers were trained by police to operate a speed detection device, 
record the speed and vehicle identification information, and pass it 
along to police.44 Police then sent written notices to the vehicle owners 
about the program advising them that their vehicles are part of the 
problem, requesting their cooperation in abiding by the speed laws, 
and implying a threat of enforcement. Citizens bothered by the noise 
of loud car stereos in Savannah, Georgia systematically recorded the 
license plate numbers and other details of offending vehicles and 
submitted these complaint logs to the local police precinct, which in 
turn sent an official warning letter to the registered owners of the ve-
hicles.45 In many jurisdictions citizens have done likewise, recording 
the particulars of vehicles seen cruising through areas known for 
drug trafficking or prostitution; police use the citizens’ information to 
identify registered vehicle owners and send them warning notices. 

In all of these instances citizens are not acting independent of 
one another, merely reporting their personal complaints to a largely 
anonymous and indifferent police communications center. Rather, 
they are acting in concert with one another and with police and with 
a strategic purpose. It is intended that, in addition to providing ac-
tionable information to police, they are bolstering their sense of col-
lective efficacy. 
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5. Cleaning up Blighted Areas to Help Restore a Sense of Order and 

Guardianship 

Usually working at the neighborhood level, citizens frequently 
collaborate with police and other local government agencies to im-
prove the physical conditions of a neighborhood through clean-up ini-
tiatives. Often times these initiatives focus on graffiti,46 abandoned 
vehicles,47 abandoned shopping carts or tires, discarded furniture,48 
vacant lots,49 or transient encampments.50 

Police in many jurisdictions have come to believe in the “Broken 
Windows” thesis which posits that visible signs of community disor-
der, including dilapidated, destroyed, dirty, and abandoned property, 
promote a general sense of lawlessness and absence of guardianship 
and thereby cause or contribute to yet more serious criminality.51 
While the precise relationship between visible disorder and serious 
crime is not yet clearly established (and is a point of academic conten-
tion),52 the idea that police ought to work with citizens to get 
neighborhoods physically cleaned up as part of an overall crime con-
trol and prevention strategy is quite vibrant and pervasive. Whether 
citizens participating in the clean up leads directly to crime reduc-
tions (in keeping with the broken windows hypothesis) or indirectly 
by bolstering collective efficacy (which in turn is harnessed in the ser-
vice of other crime control mechanisms), community clean up cam-
paigns are as much or more about public safety as they are about 
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community aesthetics, public health, or environmental protection. In 
many communities the resources required to repair widespread blight 
greatly exceed those possessed by police or government public works 
departments. Thus, direct citizen involvement is often essential to the 
task. 

D. Community as Arbiter 

One dimension of the broad community justice approach is that 
the systems in which offenders are adjudicated ought to take better 
account of the desires, needs, perspectives, and interests of the com-
munity most directly affected by the offenders’ conduct. While crime 
can be said to have consequences to society as a whole, it has more 
immediate and tangible consequences for the smaller communities in 
which particular crimes occur. Accordingly, it is thought that commu-
nity justice is not done merely by recruiting potential jurors from the 
larger jurisdiction in which the crimes occur, but by involving citizens 
from the more immediate neighborhood in which the crimes occur in 
shaping the legal and social consequences to offenders. 

Toward this end, a growing number of jurisdictions have estab-
lished so-called community courts. Generally speaking, community 
courts operate at a more local level than conventional criminal and 
municipal courts. They commonly impose sentences on offenders that 
in some fashion help repair the harm to the community that the of-
fenders’ conduct caused. They give priority attention to offenses that 
might be trivialized in conventional courts, but which cause consider-
able disruption or harm to a local community. They seek to restore of-
fenders, individual victims, and communities alike to some measure 
of wholeness.53 While it is beyond the scope of this article to explore 
fully the operations and issues associated with community courts, of 
more immediate interest here are those instances in which citizens 
are involved quite directly in the business of adjudicating their fellow 
citizens and in which police collaborate in this process.  

San Diego police collaborated with its city attorney’s office to es-
tablish a community court to adjudicate certain nonviolent misde-
meanors that emanate from especially bothersome public order prob-
lems such as prostitution, vandalism, noise, and peace disturbances.54 
Defendants who meet certain criteria can have their case adjudicated 
by a “sanctioning panel” that comprises a city prosecutor, a court co-
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ordinator, and two specially trained citizen volunteers. Formal 
charges are suspended in lieu of defendants hearing strong and per-
sonal messages from the community about the harm their conduct is 
causing to community life. Defendants are then “sentenced” to tai-
lored community service tasks and/or personal rehabilitation pro-
grams. 

In many jurisdictions convicted drunk drivers are required as 
part of their sentence to listen to a panel of citizens whose lives have 
been negatively affected by drunk driving. These so-called victim im-
pact panels reflect a desire to have citizen victims sit in judgment of 
offenders and hold them to more personal account for their offending 
behavior.55 

There is yet another interesting possibility for how citizens can 
participate in policing, not as complainants and not as actors, but 
rather as problem-solving analysts. In this role they are arbiters of 
data, not of guilt in the context of a legal proceeding. A case in point 
occurred in San Diego in which an elderly woman who volunteered in 
the San Diego Police Department’s Retired Senior Volunteer Program 
undertook to study a problem of burglaries from self-storage mini-
warehouses.56 She and a few fellow senior volunteers analyzed crime 
statistics and reports, surveyed owners and managers of various self-
storage firms, and then recommended improved management prac-
tices for firms experiencing high rates of burglary. As a direct result 
of the volunteers’ analysis that particular burglary problem was 
nearly eliminated.57 What this example points out is that citizens not 
only have their anger, fear, concern, compassion, time, physical labor, 
and vigilance to share with police in pursuit of greater public safety, 
but at least some citizens have some intellectual skills that can be 
brought to bear on persistent public safety problems. The intellectual 
capital of the community has not been fully tapped by police, but the 
potential to do so clearly exists. 

III.  ISSUES RAISED BY COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN 
POLICING 
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It nearly can go without saying that in democratic societies 
community participation in policing is both inevitable and desirable. 
It is part of what defines a society as democratic. But that does not 
mean that active community participation in the formal aspects of po-
licing occurs without complication or controversy. Among the more 
salient issues are: (1) What constitutes a community and who speaks 
for it? (2) What capacity and competence does the community have to 
engage in formal policing? (3) What capacity and competence do the 
police have for working with the community? (4) Can community in-
terests compromise the rights of individuals and minority groups? (5) 
What is to be done when the community is part of the problem? 

A. Determining What is a Community and Who Speaks for the 
Community 

Determining what is a community and who speaks for it is more 
than just a semantic exercise. To be sure, the term “community” has 
varied definitions: (1a) group of people living in the same locality and 
under the same government, (2a) group of people having common in-
terests, similarity, or identity, (3) [S]imilarity or identity. (4) [S]ociety 
as a whole.58 The phrase “community policing” takes on slightly dif-
ferent meanings depending on which of the above definitions of “com-
munity” one has in mind. For some, “community policing” and 
“neighborhood policing” are synonymous and mean delivering police 
services at the neighborhood level and attending to and taking ac-
count of the interests of the majority or plurality of citizens who live 
or work in a relatively small geographic area. For others, “community 
policing” is more fluid; it involves attending to and taking account of 
the interests of a group of people who may or may not reside or work 
near one another but who share common characteristics or interests. 
Under this definition, there may well be multiple, overlapping, or 
even conflicting communities within the same geographic area. Obvi-
ously, this form of community policing can be more intricate and com-
plex than the former. For yet others, “community policing” is under-
stood in the broadest terms as an overarching philosophical stance 
akin to what Peel articulated: that the police are merely part of the 
larger society, not a separate and foreign entity. Some others have 
asserted that the phrase “community policing” is redundant inasmuch 
as “police” derives from both the Greek “polites,” which means “citi-
zen” and the Latin “polis,” which means “city.” As one wise Canadian 
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police executive claimed, “community policing” is like saying “fishing 
for fish”: it is unnecessary because it is implied.59 

But beyond these abstractions, albeit important ones, there are 
practical challenges for operationalizing any policing approach that 
seeks to involve citizens more directly in the business of formal social 
control. Whether the community, as the object of policing, is express-
ing its desires to the police, or the community, as subject of policing, 
is helping police do the policing, there is need to decide whose opinion 
counts, whose opinion is essential, who gets invited to meetings, who 
is permitted to participate in actions on behalf of the community, and 
so forth. In other words, who is in and who is out of the “community.” 
Because the essence of policing is resolving conflict (between citizens 
or between citizens and the government), nearly all policing entails 
sorting out the competing interests within the larger community. 
“Community” might connote consensus, but it is comprised equally of 
conflict.60 

The term “community” is also fluid enough that it conceivably 
encompasses any individual or social entity not part of the govern-
ment, including corporations and non-government organizations. And 
yet it takes little imagination to recognize an important distinction 
between the motives and interests of private citizens who claim only 
to represent themselves, their families, their small businesses, or 
their immediate neighborhoods, and the commercial interests of large 
corporations and non-government organizations whose profits and 
revenue streams might be at stake in the context of any particular 
public safety problem. 

Accordingly, it is important to quickly get past the deceptively 
simple rhetoric of “community” to reveal just whose and what inter-
ests are at stake when addressing public safety problems. Revealing, 
articulating, and sometimes quantifying the various interests at 
stake in a public safety problem is perhaps the most critical aspect of 
a community problem-solving process. Only through a full accounting 
of who has what to gain or to lose can truly informed public policy be 
made and community justice done. 

B. Capacity and Competence of the Community 

Just as individuals have different capacities and competences to 
solve problems, so too do communities. Not all communities or com-
munity groups are equally staffed, organized, trained, resourced, con-
nected, or skilled to push the buttons and pull the levers of social con-
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trol to bring about purposeful, significant, and lasting improvements 
to public safety. As noted earlier, so-called “collective efficacy” varies 
tremendously across communities.61 Some communities have long-
standing habits, traditions, and systems for identifying problems, 
making them a priority within the community and within local gov-
ernment, developing workable action plans, and carrying out those 
plans. Whether through the strong and capable leadership of a few 
individuals or the well-oiled mechanics of a community organization, 
these communities seem always to be out in front of problems; head-
ing them off before they become acute and then entrenched. Other 
communities have little of this sort of capacity and competence. Of 
course, it is typically in the incapable and incompetent communities 
where police find their greatest public safety challenges. Indeed, seri-
ous public safety problems tend to arise in some communities pre-
cisely because they are incapable and incompetent to protect them-
selves from them. 

What then are police to do about this state of affairs? Reflecting 
again on the conventional ideal model of professional policing, police 
endeavored to give all communities within their jurisdiction equal ac-
cess to police services, mainly the reactive services provided in re-
sponse to incidents of crime and disorder. But as it becomes clearer 
that real public safety, crime prevention, and social order are more 
products of what communities can do for themselves, rather than 
what police or government can do for them, new challenges are pre-
sented to police. Should police invest their resources in the capable 
and competent communities because that is where the best returns on 
that investment lie, or should they invest their resources in the inca-
pable and incompetent communities because that is where the need is 
greatest? Some local governments have opted for the middle ground: 
providing special community organizing and mobilization assistance 
in marginal communities that have some reasonable semblance of 
community organization and capacity, yet have significant public 
safety problems that place the community at risk of decline.62 The an-
swer depends at least in part on whether government, police in-
cluded, can make communities capable and competent when they are 
not naturally so. This matter is taken up in the next section. 
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C. Capacity and Competence of the Police to Work with the 
Community 

The rhetoric of community policing and community justice, hard 
though it may be for some to come to terms with, is nonetheless the 
easier part of it. Working effectively with the community, however de-
fined, is the harder part and does not necessarily come naturally to 
police. This is so not merely because, as noted above, communities are 
riven by conflict (else why would the police be involved?). It is also so 
because citizens, citizen groups, non-government organizations, and 
corporations think and behave in different patterns than do public 
agencies like the police because they have different incentive struc-
tures. Among these entities only police are formally accountable for 
reconciling the divergent interests at stake toward a difficult to define 
“public interest;” the others are legally and sometimes ethically 
obliged only to advance a narrower self-interest. 

Any successful collaboration among disparate entities requires 
certain essential conditions: that each stakeholder’s stake is suffi-
ciently important to them that they are and remain motivated to 
solve the underlying problem; that partners acknowledge the need to 
collaborate in order to solve the problem, that partnering agencies 
and individuals trust one another sufficiently; that consensus can be 
reached about the goals of the collaboration, that the group possesses 
the collective expertise and other resources necessary to study the 
problem and carry out a plan of action; and that mechanisms for fre-
quent and honest communication exist and are used.63 

While many police agencies have developed and fine tuned their 
capacity and competence for collaborating with the community, par-
ticularly since their agencies consciously embraced the community 
policing approach, many other police agencies have not. For the most 
part, in the United States police-community collaborations remain 
optional: nice when they occur, but without serious legal consequence 
when they do not. By contrast, in the United Kingdom the notion of 
police collaborating with others is enshrined in a law that requires 
that local government, police, public health, and probation authorities 
to collaborate, design, and implement strategies to control crime and 
disorder.64 Police and other government authority executives are held 
accountable for doing so. While there are obvious limits on the extent 
to which such provisions can be binding with respect to nongovern-
mental citizens and organizations, the law serves to strongly promote 

                                                      
 63. See generally TAMMY A. RINEHART ET AL., COLLABORATION TOOLKIT: HOW TO 

BUILD, FIX, AND SUSTAIN PRODUCTIVE PARTNERSHIPS (2001); SHARON CHARMED, Police 
Partnerships with Business to Address Problems (forthcoming).  

 64. Crime and Disorder Act, 1998, c. 1, §  5 (Eng. & Wales).  
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the idea that police cannot and should not view public safety as solely 
within their purview. 

While it is debatable whether police ought to assume the role of 
managing multi-dimensional collaborations and partnerships (there 
are cases to be made that elected officials, appointed government 
chief executives, or prosecutors65 are better candidates for this role), 
in fact this role does often fall to police. If police are to assume this 
role, they will need to systematically develop and refine this capacity. 
This will entail both aspects of community involvement in policing 
addressed in this article: community as subject and community as ob-
ject of policing. More specifically, with respect to the community as 
the object of policing this means police must ensure there are com-
munications and data collection systems in place that are broad and 
sensitive enough to identify the community’s public safety concerns. 
Such systems must be broad enough to capture a variety of commu-
nity public safety concerns from serious crime to disorder and nui-
sance to accidental injury to fear. No single system will suffice to cap-
ture them all. Police must then develop systems for prioritizing the 
concerns recorded and apportioning responsibility within the police 
organization for assessing and addressing them. The systems must 
also be sensitive enough such that they capture the concerns of citi-
zens who are relatively disenfranchised and disorganized. Many citi-
zens whose safety and security are profoundly at risk lack the 
“squeak” that often produces the “grease” of helpful government in-
tervention. 

With respect to the community as subject of policing, police must 
become adept at reacting sensibly to community-initiated responses 
to public safety problems. Police should know whether to encourage 
or discourage a community protest, a citizens patrol, a petition cam-
paign, or a civil enforcement initiative. This determination must be 
based on more than just whether police feel the community is en-
croaching upon police prerogatives, but rather whether, in the context 
of the particular problem, the proposed community response is likely 
to be both effective and fair. A police judgment about the likely effec-
tiveness of a community response ought to be based on research evi-
dence and sound analysis of the attendant problem, not merely on 
speculation. A police judgment about the fairness of a proposed com-
munity response is a somewhat more complex judgment that must be 
grounded in the values of democratic policing and informed by a 
healthy exchange of perspectives. Police should have a strong voice on 
matters of fairness, but not the sole voice. 
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D. Protection of Individual and Minority Group Rights 

One aspect of fairness, referenced above, is that individual and 
minority group rights be protected in the face of pressure from the 
majority that threatens those rights. It is widely recognized that po-
lice in a constitutional democracy have an affirmative duty to safe-
guard such rights.66 While it is not the case that all demands on the 
police expressed by the majority community are insensitive to indi-
vidual and minority group rights, where community participation in 
the business of policing is strongly encouraged, extra care must be 
taken to reconcile majority interests and minority rights. This con-
cern can arise when the community is nominating problems for police 
attention (that is, discriminatory desires to keep certain types of indi-
viduals out of certain areas), when the community is pressing police 
to adopt certain methods for addressing problems (that is, indiscrimi-
nate sweeps of undesirable people, enforcement crackdowns), or when 
the community is taking action itself (that is, harassing individuals, 
vigilantism). 

An interesting case in which the tension between majority com-
munity interests and individual rights came to the fore was presented 
in recent years in Chicago. In response to significant community con-
cerns about the intimidating presence of youth gangs loitering in pub-
lic, the City of Chicago enacted an ordinance giving police the author-
ity to order suspected gang members to disperse and to arrest them 
for failure to do so. Both police and community groups strongly en-
dorsed the ordinance and its enforcement. Over forty thousand ar-
rests were made by police in three years before the law was over-
turned as unconstitutionally vague by both the Illinois and United 
States Supreme Courts.67 The constitutional debate surrounding this 
case has proven quite interesting. Some legal scholars have pressed 
the argument that where historically disenfranchised communities 
have achieved sufficient political power, as is alleged to be the case of 
the African-American communities of Chicago that supported the 
gang loitering ordinance, judicial deference ought to be paid to how 
those communities choose to balance community safety and individ-
ual liberty.68 Without exploring fully the arguments in this debate 
here, the Morales case illustrates the dilemmas surrounding majority 
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 67. City of Chicago v. Morales, 527 U.S. 41 (1999). 
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The Coming Crisis of Criminal Procedure, 86 GEO. L.J. 1153 (1998). 
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interests and individual rights that police-community collaboration 
can generate. Linking the formal authority and resources of the police 
with the informal authority and political power of the community can 
produce a formidable force that individuals and minority groups will 
have difficulty resisting, for better or for worse. 

E. Community as Part of the Problem 

As a general proposition, it is self evident that the community is 
part of every public safety problem. Most public safety problems arise 
because the behavior of one segment of the community negatively af-
fects the safety and security of another segment. But, there are spe-
cial ways in which it can be said that the community can be part of 
the problems of public safety and whereby the police role might be to 
encourage or compel the community to take greater responsibility for 
the conditions that give rise to those public safety problems. This is 
the case when large segments of the community are negatively im-
pacted by a particular problem but fail to recognize or acknowledge 
that certain conditions or practices occurring within the community 
are contributing to or causing the problem.  

With respect to so many public safety problems the natural ten-
dency of the community and police alike is to identify the relatively 
small group of “bad guys” who prey upon the community and to try to 
change their behavior principally through punishment. But a more 
thorough examination of the etiology of many public safety problems, 
rather than a more limited analysis of criminal law culpability, often 
leads to different conclusions; conclusions that widespread conditions 
or practices of the generally law-abiding community are making the 
public safety problems nearly inevitable. This is so not just with re-
spect to large and fairly obvious problems (that is, the demand for il-
legal drugs contributes to the harms of the illegal drug trade), but to 
less obvious problems. For example, widespread giving of money to 
panhandlers fosters harassment and intimidation attendant to some 
panhandling. A local economy built around the consumption of alco-
hol fosters alcohol-related crime and disorder. Poorly designed steer-
ing columns on cars facilitate the theft of them. Placing certain mer-
chandise unprotected near store exits contributes to theft. Tolerance 
of prostitution encourages the illegal trafficking and mistreatment of 
immigrant women and girls. Desire for cheap menial labor leads to 
disorderly day laborer sites. Leaving the entire credit card numbers 
imprinted on receipts invites credit card fraud. Allowing customers to 
pump gasoline into their vehicles before paying for it enables theft of 
the gasoline. Scrap metal dealers who buy metal without proof of 
ownership encourage theft of metal. Landlords who do not screen or 
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manage their tenants invite drug trafficking onto their properties. In 
these and many other examples, while there is clearly criminal be-
havior by individuals that can and perhaps should be held to account, 
changes to the conditions or practices that facilitate the crime would 
likely have a far greater impact on controlling the problem. 

But therein lies the rub: often times the community at large does 
not want to change its practices or conditions. It wants to do what it 
wants to do and have police and prosecutors hold the relatively few 
offenders to criminal account. Corporations and small business own-
ers want to maximize profits and often perceive they can better do so 
if they can shift the costs of the harms of their products and services 
off to the public in the form of taxes for police, prosecutors, courts, 
and jails. Thus, police and other government agencies with public 
safety responsibilities must learn how to shift back to segments of the 
community greater responsibility for controlling criminogenic prac-
tices and conditions.69 But doing so requires persuading the commu-
nity both of the nexus between the various practices and conditions 
and the resultant crime and disorder, and of the moral responsibility 
the community bears for its own public safety problems. 

This then brings the notion of community justice full circle. Not 
only has the conventional model of professionalized, governmental, 
and formal justice systematically excluded community participation, 
both as the object and the subject of policing, it has also systemati-
cally absolved the community of its own responsibility for creating 
many public safety problems in the first instance. Movement is re-
quired along both fronts simultaneously for police and other formal 
authorities to create greater opportunities for meaningful community 
participation in the business of policing a society and to shift greater 
responsibility back to the community—individuals, citizen groups, 
non-governmental organizations, corporations, and small businesses 
alike—for behaving in ways that obviate the need for formal correc-
tive action. That would be a more complete model of community jus-
tice. 
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