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OVERSIGHT: New York City Police Department Staffing and Recruitment Issues

I.
INTRODUCTION


On June 4, 2007, the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Peter F. Vallone Jr., will conduct an oversight hearing on New York City Police Department (“NYPD” or “Department”) staffing and recruitment issues.  This hearing follows reports of difficulties the NYPD is currently facing in recruiting new police hires.  Representatives of the NYPD and the Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association (“PBA”) are expected to testify.

II.
RECENT TRENDS IN THE NYPD UNIFORMED HEADCOUNT


In 1990, the New York City Council and former Mayor David Dinkins committed to maintaining a police force of 38,310 officers and later instituted the Safe Streets, Safe City program, which led to an increase in the NYPD uniformed headcount by several thousand over five years.
  Safe Streets, Safe City was created by a 1991 New York State law, which required the city to employ a certain number of police officers.
  This legislation allowed the city to impose a surcharge on the city’s personal income tax and to establish a new lottery game to pay for hiring a total of 6,000 new officers between 1991 and 1994.
  In the years subsequent to the expansion of the police force during the Dinkins Administration under Safe Streets, Safe City, there was a significant reduction in crime.

The number of NYPD officers increased through the late 1990s, eventually reaching a uniformed headcount of 40,285 in Fiscal Year 2000, but began to decline in Fiscal Year 2001.
  Between Fiscal Year 2001 and Fiscal Year 2004, the uniformed headcount decreased from 38,630 to 35,442.
  Fiscal problems in the post-September 11th period also led to the reduction of the police headcount.
  In addition, many NYPD officers were hired in the early to mid-1980s, and as they began retiring after 20 years of service, there was a resulting rise in attrition rates after Fiscal Year 2000.


Currently, the NYPD uniformed headcount is 35,971.
  In Fiscal Year 2005 and Fiscal Year 2006, the number of New York City police officers minimally increased to 35,489 and 35,773 respectively.
  Though the number of officers has declined since Fiscal Year 2000, major felony crime has continued to decrease as well.

III.
EVOLUTION OF NYPD DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES


Since the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, the duties and responsibilities of NYPD officers have become increasingly complex.  According to the scope of agency operations for the NYPD in the most recent Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report, released in February 2007, “The personnel assigned to the Department’s 76 precincts, 12 Transit Districts, 9 Housing Police Service Areas, and other investigative and specialized units, protect life and deter crime while responding to emergency calls and impartially enforcing the law.  The NYPD protects the city from terrorists, utilizing sophisticated intelligence gathering and analysis, citywide counterterrorism deployments such as Operation Atlas, and department-wide counterterrorism training to enhance response capabilities.”

Since 2003, the NYPD has implemented a number of continuing citywide operations that require significant patrol strength, like Operation Atlas, which is the major counterterrorism program of the NYPD that began in March of that year.  Operation Atlas is a patrol-based initiative to secure landmarks and critical infrastructure by randomly dispatching heavily armed police officers throughout the city in order to prevent acts of terrorism.
  The NYPD also launched Operation Impact in 2003, which deploys police officers to targeted areas within precincts, subway stations, and housing developments with high levels of crime, and is a major crime reduction strategy of the Department.
  According to Police Commissioner Raymond Kelly, “By assigning the majority of our newest police officers to areas of the city where shootings and other violent crime were on the rise, we’ve shown we can reverse those trends.”

There are also several major ongoing NYPD initiatives that began in 2003 aimed at misdemeanor and quality-of-life offenses, which entail numerous police officers as well.  Operation Spotlight is an effort to prevent crime by identifying and prosecuting chronic misdemeanor offenders who commit a disproportionate amount of crime.
  To combat persistent loud and excessive noise in targeted communities citywide where violations are the most prevalent, the NYPD implemented Operation Silent Night, making it a priority for the police and other agencies to enforce the noise code.
  Operation Clean Sweep focuses on low-level quality-of-life offenders and offenses such as panhandling, public urination, and graffiti.
  This operation provides for an increased police presence during hours when crimes are likely to occur in neighborhoods with continual problems such as noise, prostitution, and disorderly youth.


The traditional crime-fighting duties of NYPD officers have expanded to include counterterrorism tactics post-September 11th, and in the wake of high-profile tragedies in 2006, the NYPD has had to dedicate additional resources toward particular public safety issues.  The death of 7-year-old Nixzmary Brown in January 2006, who was allegedly beaten to death by her stepfather,
 led to the assignment of additional NYPD personnel to work on child abuse cases in order to address the increasing caseloads following the tragedy.
  In February 2006, 24-year-old Imette St. Guillen was sexually assaulted and strangled to death, allegedly by a bouncer at the bar where she was last seen.
  This incident and several other highly publicized incidents involving New York City nightlife resulted in greater efforts by the NYPD to patrol areas with numerous nightlife establishments.  In April 2006, 2-year-old David Pacheco was fatally shot in the Bronx while sitting in his car seat as his family was on their way to Easter dinner.
  The round that mortally wounded the boy was fired from an illegal handgun, and this and similar tragedies have led to intensified NYPD initiatives to rid New York City of illegal firearms.

IV.
EFFORTS TO INCREASE THE NYPD UNIFORMED HEADCOUNT


In an effort to address both increased attrition and the assignment of many police officers out of local precincts to specialized duties, such as counter-terrorism initiatives, in March 2006 Mayor Bloomberg announced approval for the Department to hire an additional 800 uniformed officers and 400 civilians.
  Because the 400 civilians were intended to fill desk positions held by uniformed officers, the goal was to put a total of 1200 more police officers on the streets in Fiscal Year 2007.
  The new officers were to be assigned to the Patrol, Housing, and Transit Bureaus but were primarily intended to reinvigorate local precinct patrols whose ranks were depleted in the years following September 11th.
 


The city budgeted $20.6 million and $8.5 million for Fiscal Year 2007 to finance the 800 new uniformed officers and 400 civilian positions respectively.
  The city also allocated additional funds to cover various items such as vests, helmets, vehicles, fuel, and miscellaneous supplies necessary to equip and support the additional officers.
  The Department projected that new recruits would be added to the July 2006 and January 2007 classes such that the 800 new officers would all be graduated and ready for assignment by July 2007.
  In addition, over this same period, the Department sought to hire another 3,200 uniformed officers to replace those lost to attrition.
  These hiring goals would have brought total uniformed headcount to 37,838 in January 2007.
  


To date, the NYPD has been unable to fill the 800 new positions or to reach its targeted uniformed headcount numbers.  By most recent estimates, uniformed headcount will hover at approximately 35,300 by July 2007.
  The Department has, however, been able to hire 394 of the 400 additional civilians authorized in early 2006, and anticipates filling the remaining six positions in June.
  The biggest problem area in filling the uniformed ranks is in attracting and retaining new police recruits.  While overall Department non-retirement attrition is approximately 2%, approximately 18% of new recruits drop out prior to graduation from the Police Academy.
  Moreover, fewer aspiring officers are entering the Academy at all – as of May 2006, applications were down 25%
 and fewer than 800 will be enrolled in the July class in spite of the fact that there is capacity for close to 2,800.

A.
Recruitment and Police Officer Requirements 

The Police Department’s Recruitment Section, under the umbrella of the Personnel Division led by Chief Rafael Pineiro, is responsible for providing the Department with the best possible officer candidates by conducting on-site presentations at colleges, military bases, houses of worship, and community organizations.
  Other recruiting efforts include web-based advertising, community outreach, a first-year college student intern program, and a variety of youth programs.
  To achieve its goals of recruiting a qualified and diverse pool of applicants, the Department has contracted with outside firms, such as the Bernard Hodes Group, to develop and implement strategic marketing campaigns.
  In Fiscal Year 2006, the Department’s advertising budget was increased by $500,000 and by an additional $2 million annually beginning in Fiscal Year 2007.
  Among other things, these increases funded an expanded media campaign and an increase in the number of days applicants can file to take the mandatory police exam.

On its website, the Department encourages applicants by advertising excellent and extensive training and a comprehensive list of benefits.  The benefits listed include:

· $25,100 growing to $32,700 upon completion of the Police Academy (six months) and will continue to increase; upon completion of five-and-a-half years of service, base salary will increase to $59,588 (in addition to these base salaries, there are overtime earnings, holiday pay, night shift differential, and uniform allowance)

· Excellent promotional opportunities

· A choice of paid medical programs and prescription, dental, and eye glass coverage

· 20 paid vacation days your first year

· 27 paid vacation days after 5 years of service

· Unlimited sick leave with full pay

· Optional retirement at one half salary after 20 years of service

· Annuity fund

The website emphasizes that officers will receive extensive training in community affairs, crime prevention, investigations, narcotics enforcement, forensic science, law, and youth relations.
  In addition, because the NYPD, the largest Police Department in the United States, is viewed as a leader in law enforcement practices, aspiring officers can look forward to becoming specialists in a multitude of areas including aviation, highway patrol, emergency services, crime scene analysis, criminal investigations, and drug enforcement.

While willing to step up its recruiting efforts, the Department has always refused to compromise the quality of its officers in order to meet targeted headcounts.
  All aspiring officers first must pass a written Civil Service examination administered by the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (“DCAS”).
  After passing this exam, all candidates then must pass another series of tests including a medical examination, a psychological examination, a physical agility examination, and a background and character investigation.
  Finally, on the date of hire, all candidates must meet the following criteria:

· Possess a valid, unrestricted, New York State Drivers License

· Reside in the five Boroughs of New York City or the counties of Nassau, Suffolk, Westchester, Rockland, Orange or Putnam

· Possess a valid high school diploma or its educational equivalent

· Successfully completed ether sixty college credits from an accredited college or university with at least a 2.0 GPA or 2 years full-time active military service

· Attained the age of twenty-one and not be older than thirty-five 

· Be a citizen of the United States

· Not have been convicted of a felony or dishonorably discharged from the military

B.
Obstacles to Achievement of Targeted Headcount

In spite of the city’s support for hiring more police officers and the Department’s significant recruiting efforts, uniformed headcount continues to be far below target.  Retirement has played a significant role in the low staffing numbers.  The mid-1980s was a time of heavy Department hiring and many of those officers have retired at or around twenty-years of service.
  This higher-than-usual turnover should cease, however, halfway through Fiscal Year 2008.

More troubling is the trend of decreasing applicants and increasing attrition of officers before reaching their fifth year of service.  This trend is widely attributed to the low starting salary for cadets entering the academy and to the overall comparatively low salary of NYPD officers.  

Since January 2006, recruits entering the Academy have been paid a starting salary of $25,100, considerably less than the almost $40,000 paid to the July 2005 recruit class.
  This salary resulted from an arbitrator’s decision, rendered after the city and the PBA reached an impasse in contract negotiations.  Commissioner Kelly, senior police officials, members of the PBA, and police cadets themselves have blamed the low starting salary, which is approximately the same as it was 20 years ago, for the significant depletion of the officer applicant pool and for the high attrition rate of new cadets.
  

In addition to the low starting salary, many also cite overall low pay as a key factor in low recruitment and high attrition rates.  Officers get a salary bump to $32,700 annually after graduation from the six-month Academy course and then reach the maximum pay of $59,588 after five and a half years of service.
  These figures stand in contrast to higher salaries in surrounding counties such as Suffolk, Nassau, and Westchester.  Starting salaries in these counties range from $34,000 in Nassau to $57,811 in Suffolk.
  Perhaps even more significantly, the salaries max out at a much higher rate -- $80,365 in Westchester, $91,373 in Nassau, and $97,958 in Suffolk.
  These salaries combined with the lower levels of intensity and risk involved in policing these largely wealthy, suburban communities have led many aspiring and experienced officers to seek employment outside of the city.


Other than the salary issue, some point to other factors as affecting NYPD officers’ job satisfaction and the public perception of the desirability of working as an officer in the city.  Eugene O’Donnell, a professor of law and police studies at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, lists job frustrations and hazards, such as dealing with mentally ill people on the street and rigorous rules governing police conduct off the job, as key factors in deterring people from joining the Department.

V.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS

Whether salary is the issue impacting recruitment and retention as most senior police officials have argued, or whether it is merely one factor among multiple issues, what is clear is that the NYPD has a staffing problem that shows no sign of abating.  The combination of high attrition rates in recent years and decreased applications has left the NYPD significantly below targeted headcount at a time when large numbers of officers are deployed to specialized operations and units.  Although unable to precisely predict how this problem will affect the city, Commissioner Kelly recently stated that this is the “biggest labor issue facing the city,” and cited Operation Impact, which has been credited for drastically reducing crime citywide, as one of the special operations that would be threatened if staffing levels continue to fall.
  

While NYPD officers’ salaries are the product of negotiations between the city and the PBA, it is important for outside parties such as the Council to facilitate productive discussion and to identify innovative ideas and solutions beyond the four corners of the officers’ contract.  Through the years various suggestions have been made that may warrant consideration such as signing bonuses, low-interest loans, loan forgiveness, allowing officers to obtain their 60 college credits by the end of their fifth year on the force,
 additional uniform and equipment allowances, subsidized housing, and housing financing assistance.  It is time to examine these and other “outside the box” solutions to a growing problem that is threatening to pose a significant risk to the city’s public safety.
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