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I. INTRODUCTION  
On March 1, 2023 the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Kamillah Hanks, will hold an oversight hearing examining NYPD’s Strategic Response Group (“SRG”). Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Police Department (“NYPD” or “the Department”), the Civilian Complaint Review Board (“CCRB”), the City’s District Attorneys, legal service providers, advocates and interested members of the public. 
II. BACKGROUND
SRG is a rapid reaction force deployed during citywide mobilizations, incidents of civil disorder and other major events, and is tasked with providing supplemental disorder response, crime suppression and crowd control.[footnoteRef:2] SRG is also deployed to areas of the City that require a heightened police presence due to increased crime or other conditions.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  https://www.nyc.gov/site/nypd/bureaus/patrol/citywide-operations.page ]  [3:  Id.] 

NYPD Need for Rapid Mobilization & Origins of SRG
In January 2015, former Police Commissioner William Bratton announced the creation of SRG, as a newly organized rapid response unit within NYPD.[footnoteRef:4] Staffed by specially trained officers equipped with heavy weaponry (such as, long-rifles and machine guns) and full tactical protective gear (including body armor, helemets and faceshields)—SRG was established to spearhead NYPD’s response to large-scale emergencies,[footnoteRef:5] and supplement the NYPD’s then existing counterterrorism effort.[footnoteRef:6]  The establishment of SRG represented a shift from the Department’s previous approach to large-scale mobilizations, which relied on redistribution of designated patrol units from various precincts across the City. Under this model, smaller borough-based Disorder Control Units (“DCU”), were primarily responsible for deploying and enforcing crowd management and disorder control operations in response to civil unrest with duties to protect life, restore order, protect locations, arrest violaters and protect property.[footnoteRef:7] DCU was later consolidated into SRG and provides coordination, tactical and logistical support.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  NYPD to Create Strategic Response Group. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2022, from https://www.officer.com/tactical/news/12039997/nypd-plans-to-create-strategic-response-group. ]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  New York City Police Department Disorder Control Guidelines. (n.d.). https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20792155-nypd-dcu-guidelines
]  [8:  Id.] 

Prior to the creation of SRG, DCU played a central role in responding to the large-scale anti-war demonstrations in 2003 and demonstrations surrounding the Republican National Committee (“RNC”) presidential convention held in NYC in 2004.  Notably, during the RNC protests, over 1,800 people were arrested and detained for days without charges, resulting in an $18 million legal settlement.[footnoteRef:9] At the time, the Civilian Complaint Review Board (“CCRB”),  an independent body that monitors allegations of police misconduct, issued a letter to the NYPD critizing the Department’s policing of the RNC protests, which highlighted early examples of the Department’s controversial use of certain crowd and disorder control tactics, including claims of indiscriminate trapping of protestors and subsequent mass arrests (also known as “kettling”).[footnoteRef:10] [footnoteRef:11] According to the CCRB, during that protest, reports indicate that an NYPD Inspector told a group of protestors they could proceed as long as they stayed on the sidewalk.[footnoteRef:12] This was then reportedly followed by a contradictory order informing protestors they were blocking the sidewalk and would be arrested if they did not disperse.[footnoteRef:13] The entire group was then reportedly arrested.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, DCU faced criticism for utilizing additional controversial tactics when policing protests, such as infiltrating demonstrations in order to spread misinformation and making proactive arrests to set a tone.[footnoteRef:15]  [9:  Victory in Unlawful Mass Arrest During 2004 RNC the Largest Protest. (2014, January 15). New York Civil Liberties Union. https://www.nyclu.org/en/press-releases/victory-unlawful-mass-arrest-during-2004-rnc-largest-protest-settlement-history]  [10:  Smith, G. B. (2020, December 20). How NYPD Failed to Learn the Lessons of RNC and Occupy in Floyd Protests. The City. https://www.thecity.nyc/2020/12/20/22191991/nypd-protest-policing-floyd-rnc-occupy-wall-street]  [11:  Letter from CCRB Chair Hector Gonzalez to Police Commissioner Raymond Kelly, dated May 9, 2009; available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/ccrb/downloads/pdf/policy_pdf/issue_based/20060509_recomm-rnc.pdf. ]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Offenhartz, J. (2021, February 19). How An NYPD Anti-Terror Squad Became A Tool For Cracking Down On Protests. Gothamist; available at: https://gothamist.com/news/how-elite-anti-terror-squad-transformed-nypds-approach-protest-policing ] 

III. NYPD’s SRG 
When first established, reports indicated that SRG would consist of 350 officers.[footnoteRef:16] In 2020, there were reportedly as many as 700 officers assigned to the unit, although it is disputed how many officers are currently assigned.[footnoteRef:17]  SRG is housed within the NYPD's Special Operations Bureau, which also includes the Emergency Service Unit, Harbor Patrol, Mounted Patrol and NYPD Aviation.[footnoteRef:18] According to the NYPD, the mission of the SRG is threefold: (i) to deploy to targeted precincts and zones to suppress street violence (shootings/robberies) by implementing effective crime control strategies; (ii) to respond to citywide mobilizations, civil disorders and major events to maintain public order; and (iii) support the Emergency Service Unit at an active shooter or CBRNE (chemical, biological, nuclear and explosives) terroristic incident.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Id.]  [17:  NYC Department of Investigation, Investigation into the NYPD’s Response to the George Floyd Protests (“DOI Report”), December 2020; avialble at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doi/reports/pdf/2020/DOIRpt.NYPD%20Reponse.%20GeorgeFloyd%20Protests.12.18.2020.pdf. ]  [18:  Special Operations - NYPD. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2022, from https://www1.nyc.gov/site/nypd/bureaus/patrol/citywide-operations.page]  [19:  NYPD's Strategic Response Group (SRG) Guide. DocumentCloud. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2022, from https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20584527-strategic_response_group_guide] 

SRG: Training, Protocols and Equipment
The NYPD internal guide for SRG operations includes materials on tactics and strategies to control crowds, maintain order and address violations of the law.[footnoteRef:20] NYPD’s general Patrol Guide provisions relating to special events and emergency mobilization (i.e. P.G. §213-02 through §213-19) make reference to the NYPD’s role of protecting the rights of speech and assembly: incident commander will cooperate with persons in charge to the extent possible, balancing their right to free expression with the need to maintain public safety.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Id.]  [21:  See City of New York Police Department, Patrol Guide, § 213-11, “Policing Special Events/Crowd Control;” available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/nypd/about/about-nypd/manual.page. ] 

 Newly hired NYPD recruits undergo a broad range of training on use of force and de-escalation tactics;[footnoteRef:22] additionally, NYPD training protocols provide all NYPD officers with a four hour disorder control training module specific to policing protests.[footnoteRef:23] Use of force and de-escalation tactics are applicable to protest policing, but not specifically intended or designed for crowd management. [footnoteRef:24] The Department's training program for new recruits also includes sixteen-and-a-half hours of training on topics related to the policing of protests, including modules on maintaining public order, appropriate uses of discretion, and handling civil disorder offenses.[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  New York City Law Department Office of the Corporation Counsel Protest Report Pursuant to Executive Order 58. (December 2020). Retrieved November 2022 from https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/law/downloads/pdf/ProtestReport-np.pdf]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  See DOI Report at pp. 57-60, for descriptions of selected NYPD training materials.] 

NYPD recruits’ disorder control training module consists of tactical training, such as the use of Long Range Acoustic Devices (“LRAD”), techniques such as Flex Cuffing (zip-tie plastic handcuffing), various line formations and relevant legal considerations.[footnoteRef:26] In 2014, the City agreed to pay $748,000 to settle a lawsuit brought by Black Lives Matter (“BLM”) protesters who said the NYPD illegally targeted demonstrators with LRADs.[footnoteRef:27] Although originally providing a means of communication between ships over very long distances, LRADs have been used for crowd control purposes by creating a narrowly focused sound beam loud enough to cause pain as to deter potential oncommers from approaching.[footnoteRef:28] Protestors have described experiences of migraines, sinus pain, dizziness, facial pressure and ringing in their ears after being exposed to high-pitched beeps from handheld LRADs.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Id.]  [27:  Pinto, N. (2021, April 19). City Settles Lawsuit From Protesters Who Accused NYPD Of Firing Sound Cannon At Them. Gothamist. https://gothamist.com/news/city-settles-lawsuit-protesters-who-accused-nypd-firing-sound-cannon-them]  [28:  Moynihan, C. (2021, April 20). N.Y.P.D. to Limit Use of ‘Sound Cannon’ on Crowds After Protesters’ Lawsuit. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/19/nyregion/nypd-sound-cannon-protests.html]  [29:  Id.] 

The current disorder control training within SRG was developed and provided by a specialized Disorder Control Unit of approximately 40 officers.[footnoteRef:30] DCU officers receive extended specialized training through programs provided by the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (“FEMA”) Center for Domestic Preparedness (“CDP”).[footnoteRef:31] Unlike officers assigned to other commands, SRG members are provided annual refresher trainings in protest related policing and conduct regular practice drills related to their various specialized functions, including disorder control.[footnoteRef:32]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.] 

IV. Criticism of NYPD’s SRG
Advocates have  been highly critical of SRG, characterizing the unit as a dangerous and unaccountable arm of the NYPD. Such criticism has highlighted lengthy misconduct records of officers assigned to the unit, allegations of NYPD’s deployment of SRG to peaceful protests and demonstrations, and use of controversial crowd control tactics, that some claim escalate tensions and result in unnecessary violence.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  The NYPD’s Strategic Response Group Must Be Disbanded. (2022, September 23). New York Civil Liberties Union. https://www.nyclu.org/en/publications/nypds-strategic-response-group-must-be-disbanded] 

High Rates of Civilian Complaints against SRG Officers
	According to advocates, the SRG is staffed by officers with relatively high rates of civilian complaints of alleged misconduct—circumstances that some believe creates a unit ill-suited to interact with civilians in a crowd control capacity.[footnoteRef:34] For example, a journalist review of videos from SRG deployments during civil unrest in 2020—including footage of mass arrests in Union Square and the South Bronx—identified 62 SRG officers and supervisors.[footnoteRef:35] Of the officers identified: [34:  Chan, T. (2020, December 15). NYPD Unit At Center Of Protest Policing Has Dozens Of Officers With Long Misconduct Histories. The Appeal. https://theappeal.org/nypd-srg-misconduct/]  [35:  Id.] 

· 46 had complaint histories with the Civilian Complaint Review Board, with an average of two incidents per SRG officer. By comparison, 40 percent of all NYPD personnel had two or more incidents of alleged misconduct.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Id.] 

· 292 misconduct allegations were filed with the CCRB against the 46 SRG officers. Of these, 42 officers racked up 142 abuse of authority complaints—35 were accused of excessive force and 25 collectively received 43 discourtesy complaints, while five accounted for  seven offensive language allegations.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Id.] 

· 14 supervisors (sergeants, lieutenants and captains) had multiple misconduct allegations. One lieutenant from SRG Unit 4 in the Bronx had been subject to 32 complaints involving ten separate incidents in his file since joining the NYPD in 1990, including seven substantiated allegations. Only two percent of officers in the NYPD have more incidents of alleged misconduct than that Lt.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Id.] 

· SRG 4 had the most officers, 12, with misconduct allegations. SRG 1 in Manhattan and SRG 2 in Queens both had nine officers with complaint histories, followed by Staten Island’s SRG 5 with six and Brooklyn’s SRG 3 with five.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Id.] 

SRG’s Deployment to Protests and Response to Civil Disorder
	Significant criticism relates to the deployment of SRG units responding to political demonstrations, protests and other large-scale gatherings. To some, utilizing counterterrorism tactics for crowd control  at large civilian gatherings, inappropriately abridges the exercise of First Amendment protected rights to free speech and assembly. To that end, NYPD has been widely criticized for utilizing SRG units to confront protesters with officers prepared for heavy combat, which some believe invariably escalates tensions, violence and unnecessary arrests.[footnoteRef:40] [footnoteRef:41] [40:  Bolger, J., & Speri, A. (2021, April 7). NYPD “Goon Squad” Manual Teaches Officers to Violate Protesters’ Rights. The Intercept. https://theintercept.com/2021/04/07/nypd-strategic-response-unit-george-floyd-protests/]  [41:  The NYPD’s Strategic Response Group Must Be Disbanded. (2022, September 23). New York Civil Liberties Union. https://www.nyclu.org/en/publications/nypds-strategic-response-group-must-be-disbanded] 

During the summer of 2020, mass protests swept the nation, following the killing of George Floyd, an unarmed black man, by former Minneapolis police. In NYC, demonstrations began on May 28, 2020, and drew thousands of daily protestors through June 20th. The NYPD’s response to these protests, including the active role of SRG officers in crowd and disorder control, was viewed by many as heavy-handed and resulted in what many claim were unnecessary arrests and violence against peaceful protesters. 
	The first demonstrations in the City were disrupted by SRG deployed bicycle cops, some of whom were reportedly seen using with their bikes as battering rams against crowds of protesters.[footnoteRef:42]  Protesters were pepper sprayed, struck with batons and surrounded by heavily armed police with no meaningful ability to disperse. Protesters argued they were treated like enemy combatants instead of peaceful demonstrators.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  The NYPD’s Strategic Response Group Must Be Disbanded. (2022, September 23). New York Civil Liberties Union. https://www.nyclu.org/en/publications/nypds-strategic-response-group-must-be-disbanded] 

During the George Floyd protests, SRG also spearheaded the arrest of more than 250 demonstrators, legal observers and medical workers in Mott Haven, South Bronx, during a controversial weeklong citywide curfew—operations that a Human Rights Watch investigation claimed were in violation international human rights law. [footnoteRef:44] According to the investigation, hundreds of demonstrators were diverted off Willis Avenue by a roadblock of 50 officers, onto narrower side-streets, prior to being kettled at 136th Street and Brook Avenue and then prevented from dispersing by heavily armored SRG bike cops, many of whom had their names and badge numbers concealed. [footnoteRef:45] These incidents were the subject of at least 17 separate complaints under investigation by the CCRB, and resulted in multiple lawsuits against the City.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  US: New York Police Planned Assault on Bronx Protesters. (2021, January 26). Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/30/us-new-york-police-planned-assault-bronx-protesters]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.] 

NYCLU protest monitors describe SRG as central to the police violence seen on the ground during the George Floyd protests, citing 39 instances of police arresting non-violent protesters, 23 incidents of kettling, and 25 instances of use of force, including pepper spray, baton beatings and use of bicycles as weapons against protesters.[footnoteRef:47]  [47:  The NYPD’s Strategic Response Group Must Be Disbanded. (2022, September 23). New York Civil Liberties Union. https://www.nyclu.org/en/publications/nypds-strategic-response-group-must-be-disbanded] 

	Since May 26, 2020, the CCRB has received at least 18 complaints against SRG officers whereby  a single complaint may contain allegations against multiple officers.[footnoteRef:48] CCRB is investigating more than 750 complaints related to the George Floyd  protests,[footnoteRef:49] in which 313 of those complaints contained over 2,000 allegations that fall within CCRB’s jurisdiction covering over 480 identified members of service.[footnoteRef:50] An NYPD spokesperson has cited less than 10% of complaints against individual officers during the George Floyd protests were members of the SRG.[footnoteRef:51] The CCRB has experienced unprecedented challenges in investigating these complaints, particularly relating to obstacles in identifying officers, in part due to instances of officers failing to follow proper protocols, such as covering their names and shield numbers, wearing protective equipment assigned to other personnel (which some claim was done in attempt to stymie subsequent identification and investigation), misuse of body worn cameras, and incomplete or severely delayed paperwork.[footnoteRef:52]  [48:  CCRB 2020 Protest Data Snapshot – October 18, 2021. Civilian Complaint Review Board. Retrieved November 2022, from https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/ccrb/downloads/pdf/policy_pdf/issue_based/Protest_Data_Snapshot_October2021.pdf ]  [49:  Id.]  [50:  Id.]  [51:  New York activists and electeds seek disbandment of NYPD’s Strategic Response Group. (2022, October 19). New York Amsterdam News. https://amsterdamnews.com/news/2022/10/20/new-york-activists-and-electeds-seek-disbandment-of-nypds-strategic-response-group/]  [52:  Id.] 

Following the George Floyd protests, there were numerous City and State investigations, after-action reviews, and lawsuits regarding the NYPD’s handling of these protests. These included reports issued by the NYC Department of Investigation (“DOI”), [footnoteRef:53] the New York City Law Department,[footnoteRef:54] and the New York State Attorney General.[footnoteRef:55]  	In January 2021, Attorney General James filed a landmark lawsuit against the NYPD for excessive use of force, outlining SRG’s use of force against protestors and pattern of false arrests, while calling for systemic reforms at NYPD and implementation of an external monitor to oversee needed changes.[footnoteRef:56] The lawsuit charged the NYPD with failing to address this longstanding pattern of abuse by not properly training, supervising or disciplining officers to prevent misconduct, despite knowledge and public admission that it violated the constitutional rights of protesters.[footnoteRef:57] In the complaint, Attorney General Letitia James presented dozens of examples of the NYPD’s blatant use of illegal and harmful conduct against New Yorkers among whom were legal observers, medics and other workers performing essential services.[footnoteRef:58] The complaint further referenced the above mentioned DOI investigation into NYPD protest response, which found that the NYPD lacked standardized agency-wide in-service training related to policing protests and failed to conduct any post-protest review during the time between the 2004 RNC protests and the 2020 Racial Justice Protests.[footnoteRef:59] Additionally, the NYC-DOI concluded that the NYPD’s Patrol Guide does not include a specific policy on policing protests or safeguarding peaceful assemblies that would direct officer conduct under such circumstances.[footnoteRef:60] Then Chief of Department Monahan reportedly admitted the NYPD failed to prepare NYPD Officers for the protests publicly stating “[a] lot of cops had not received disorder trainings since they first came on the job.”[footnoteRef:61] Additional lawsuits have been filed by NYCLU, Legal Aid Society and others, all of which are currently pending in Federal Court.[footnoteRef:62]   [53:  New York City Department of Investigation. (2020, December). Investigation into NYPD Response to the George Floyd Protests. https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doi/reports/pdf/2020/DOIRpt.NYPD%20Reponse.%20GeorgeFloyd%20Protests.12.18.2020.pdf]  [54:  New York City Law Department, Protest Report Pursuant to Executive Order 58. (December 2020); available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/law/downloads/pdf/ProtestReport-np.pdf]  [55:  NYS Attorney General Preliminary Report on NYPD Response to the George Floyd Protest, July 2020; available at: https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/2020-nypd-report.pdf. ]  [56:  Attorney General James Files Lawsuit Against the NYPD for Excessive. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2022, from https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2021/attorney-general-james-files-lawsuit-against-nypd-excessive-use-force]  [57:  Id.]  [58:  Id.]  [59:  New York City Department of Investigations, Investigation into NYPD Response to the George Floyd Protests (Dec. 2020)]  [60:  Id.]  [61:  Attorney General James Files Lawsuit Against the NYPD for Excessive. (n.d.). Retrieved November 2022, from https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2021/attorney-general-james-files-lawsuit-against-nypd-excessive-use-force]  [62:  https://www.nyclu.org/en/press-releases/nyclu-legal-aid-joint-statement-attorney-general-lawsuit-condemning-nypd-protest ] 

In February of 2023, CCRB released a report detailing over 750 civilian complaints of officer misconduct during the 2020 protests which resulted in CCRB recommending discipline for 146 officers.[footnoteRef:63]  The CCRB report detailed instances where officers failed to provide medical attention to injured protestors, were unable to identify other members of service with whom they were deployed, nor could recall which supervisor officer issued commands against protestors.[footnoteRef:64] CCRB further cited the NYPD’s failures to deploy officers in a manner that allowed for the tracking of their whereabouts, providing inadequate supervision of patrol assignments, and failing to ensure officers followed proper protocols for arresting and seizing property from protestors.[footnoteRef:65] [63:  Civilian Complaint Review Board 2020 NYC Protests. (2023, February 6). Issue-Based Reports - CCRB. https://www.nyc.gov/site/ccrb/policy/issue-based-reports.page
]  [64:  Id.]  [65:  Id.] 

V. CONCLUSION
The NYPD’s use of the SRG has faced significant criticism, leading advocates to call for disbanding the unit, and revamping the NYPD’s approach to policing protests and other civil demonstrations. Today’s hearing will provide the Committee an opportunity to explore the scope of the unit’s work, the tactics it is using, the training officers are receiving, as well as the Department’s response to allegations of patterns of abuse and violence perpetrated by the unit. Additionally, the Committee looks forward to providing a forum for members of the public, advocates, and others to testify about their direct experiences with SRG. 
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