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ABSTRACT 

INVESTIGATING CORRUPTION AMONGST UNIFORMED POLICE OFFICERS IN 

LOCAL POLICE DEPARTMENTS 

By 

Keara Dixon 

Texas Southern University, 2021 

Dr. Baker & Dr. Cook 

 Police corruption within the United States has been around since the formation of the first 

police department in Boston, Massachutes. Furthermore, the prevasiveness of police corruption 

threaten the lives and safety of civilians residing in the U.S. Past reform movements failed to 

eradicate the issue and bring about change. This has inspired the question how can police 

departments and uniformed officers be reformed to eradicate police corruption. A case study of 

uniformed police officers in popular police departments would demonstrate the pervasiveness, 

adaptability, and factors of police corruption. A historical analysis of the New York Police 

Department, Miami Police Department, and Los Angeles Police department proved that 

corruption adapts over time and is molded by the environment and culture of the department. 

This analysis has led to five possible reform solutions that could possibly eradicate police 

corruption. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Police corruption threatens the lives and safety of everyone residing in the United States 

(Holmes, 2020). The civilians of the United States, especially black, indigenous, people of color, 

walk around in fear of the power police officers have daily. These officers have access to deadly 

weapons, firearms, and the criminal justice system, all of which could impose a serious threat to 

the lives of civilians (Holmes, 2020). Moreover, police officers exercise a substantial amount of 

control over the lives of civilians daily, and an abuse of this power is especially appalling 

(Webadmin, 2020). If the issue of police corruption continues to persist in the United States, it 

could aid in further public mistrust of police officers and continue to ruin the lives of millions.  

Furthermore, police corruption is a difficult concept to define and has multiple 

interpretations, but for this research, police corruption is defined as acts involving the misuse of 

authority by a police officer for personal gain for themself or others (Goldstein, 1975). 

Additionally, there are currently nine prominent forms of police corruption: (1) corruption of 

authority, (2) kickbacks, (3) opportunist theft, (4) shakedowns, (5) protection of illegal activities, 

(6) illegal fixing of the justice system, (7) direct criminal activities, (8) internal payoffs, and 

lastly (9) police brutality (Barker & Roebuck, 2014). One thing these forms all have in common 

is that they impose harm on the lives of those residing in the United States. Recently, one of the 

prominent forms of police corruption in the U.S. that has received global attention is police 

brutality.  

 After the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, African Americans who died from 

excessive violence administered by police officers in 2020, America erupted into nationwide 

protests (The New York Times, 2021). Millions of people took to the streets and protested the 

violent deaths of Floyd and Taylor and called for change within police departments (The New 
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York Times, 2021). Furthermore, many officers saw nothing wrong with how the victims were 

treated during their last moments, including Derek Chauvin, the officer that killed George Floyd 

(New York Times, 2021). Moreover, Chauvin stated that “his handling of Mr. Floyd’s arrest was 

a reasonable use of authorized force” (The New York Times, 2021). Chauvin kneeled on Floyd’s 

neck for over eight minutes while Floyd and bystanders were shouting that he could not breathe 

(The New York Times, 2021). In the case of Breonna Taylor, police officers used a no-knock 

warrant and busted into her home, and fired over 20 rounds, eight of which hit and killed Taylor 

(Cineas & North, 2020). Sadly, there are thousands of George Floyd’s and Breonna Taylor’s in 

America whose stories were not as publicized. Both cases highlighted excessive and violent 

force used by police officers on citizens. Additionally, these deaths forced America to face police 

corruption head-on and consider possible reforms.  

 Some citizens would argue that failed police reform efforts are the reason that police 

corruption has remained unchecked in the U.S. (Underhill, 2020). Furthermore, past reform 

movements militarized the police and enforced racist attitudes, rather than solve the issue of 

police corruption, even in recent years (Underhill, 2020). President Obama saw the issues that 

were persisting in police departments and created the Task Force on 21st Century Policing in 

2014 (Underhill, 2020). This task force was supposed to build trust between minorities and 

police officers and demilitarize police departments, but President Trump overturned President 

Obama’s guidelines (Underhill, 2020). Police corruption has remained unchecked in America for 

far too long and the protests of 2020 were a direct result of that. 

 If police corruption continues to go unchecked in America, it will continue to lead to the 

endangerment of the lives of citizens. Furthermore, the current and past reform efforts have been 

unsuccessful or not properly implemented by governments, which has aided in rampant police 
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corruption. Moreover, this literature intends to suggest possible reform efforts that could help in 

combatting police corruption. In addition, to make suggestions for the future of police 

departments, there needs to be an overlook of the past of policing, police corruption, and reform 

efforts. 

 Modern day policing in America began in the early 19th century in Boston, Massachusetts 

(Potter, 2013). Modern police forces in America originated from community policing in the 

northern 13 colonies of America and slave patrols in the southern 13 colonies of America (Potter, 

2013). Moreover, modern police forces came to be as a response to the growing population in 

America in the north and the south’s slave patrol evolved into a department fit to control newly 

freed slaves (Potter, 2013). However, the government and bureaucrats no longer saw community 

policing and slave patrols fit to control social disorder (Potter, 2013). As a result, when this new 

model of policing began in America so did police corruption. During this time, police corruption 

was so widespread in America that there was a reform effort to try and combat it. The reform 

effort was headed by the Progressives, which were a group of reformers who sought to eliminate 

corruption within the government, regulate business practices, address health hazards, and 

improve working conditions (Mintz & McNeil, 2018). This period was known as the Progressive 

Era. 

 The Progressives fought for the professionalization of police forces as this reform was 

intended to eliminate political influences in police departments, hire qualified professionals to 

lead said departments, and raise personnel standards (“Policing Twentieth-Century America”). 

These reforms were backed by leaders such as Richard Sylvester, the superintendent of 

Washington D.C. Police Department, and August Vollmer, police chief in Berkley California 

(“Policing Twentieth-Century America”). Both men played a key role in influencing reform 
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efforts, during this era Richard Sylvester, “had a significant impact on the acceptance of the 

reform agenda across several police departments,” and August Vollmer, “advocated for the 

hiring of college graduates and offered the first collegiate course in Police Science at the 

University of California” (“Policing Twentieth-Century America”).  Additionally, the 

Progressives were able to restructure police departments with the passing of the 1883 Civil 

Service Reforms Act (Pendleton Act), which mandated that federal positions be awarded based 

on merit, not politics and connections (“Successes and Failures of Progressivism”). 

 Although the Progressive Era was not entirely successful, they were able to identify the 

issue of police corruption, which has led to a series of reform efforts over time. Some of these 

reform efforts were the reform era of the 1960s and the reform era of 2020. Each of these reform 

efforts was ignited once the incompetence and extreme corruption of police departments were 

exposed to the public. These reforms led to a major analysis of police departments, which 

concurrently led to major reconstruction.  

 An example of a reform movement that led to major reconstruction within police 

departments is the reform efforts of the 1960s. Police departments were trying to fight the war on 

crime, control riots and the civil war movement, and fight antiwar sentiment, all of which forced 

police departments to face their unprofessionalism head-on (Summerhays, 1979). Consequently, 

many police forces began to realize that they were not properly trained to handle many of the 

situations they were previously handling (Summerhays, 1979). During this era, police forces 

found their techniques to fighting crime and keeping the social order ineffective, so they had to 

quickly find a solution to improve their policing. As a result, the Progressives’ reforms aimed to 

improve the effectiveness of crime-fighting in America and to better educate and train police 

officers (Summerhays, 1979). Therefore, without the Progressive Era, movements like the 1960s 
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would not be fathomable, as the Progressives observed the issue of police corruption and 

attempted to do something about it. They understood that police corruption aided in the 

undermining of justice in America. The Progressives also understood that it was the 

responsibility of the police department to protect and serve the citizens in America; because they 

knew that corruption caused a rift between citizens and the police. In other words, the 

Progressive Era created a blueprint that other reform movements soon followed.  

 Furthermore, the Progressive Era showed us that police corruption makes it difficult for 

citizens to trust those that are in place to serve and protect them. Also, it makes it hard for the 

police to fight crime, since citizens will not report crimes to “dirty cops” (Holmes, 2020). Police 

corruption can pose a threat to the safety of citizens, jeopardize the justice system in America, 

create a hostile image of police in America, and makes it difficult for citizens to trust or 

cooperate with police officers, which can make it inevitably harder to solve crime (Holmes, 

2020). Each of these issues serves as a reason to investigate police corruption in America. Police 

corruption amongst uniformed officers in America has failed to be combatted and completely 

reformed. To combat corruption amongst uniformed officers, an observation of rampant police 

corruption amongst three prominent police departments would lead to efficient solutions and 

reform efforts. 

A. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 Police corruption in America has caused a divide between the citizens and police officers 

(Bayley & Perito, 2011). This makes it increasingly difficult for police officers to effectively do 

their jobs and even harder for citizens to exist in America. This divide hurts the integrity of 

America and the people they hold to the highest degree of the law (Holmes, 2020).  Even more 
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so, the previous police reforms that have been introduced have not gotten to the root of the 

problem of police corruption because it is still a major issue in America (Bayley & Perito, 2011).  

 Ideally, uniformed police officers would protect and serve. These officers would not 

abuse their power for self-gain (Capps, 2014). Furthermore, there would be procedures and 

exams that would eliminate any threat to the integrity of police departments. Also, police officers 

would be better trained, less overworked, and better paid. This means all stressors that would 

cause a uniformed police officer to become corrupt would potentially be removed.  

 Unfortunately, each of these ideals is not always met. History has shown us that the 

government has not aided in reform efforts in the past and has protected police departments from 

scrutiny (Williams, 2002). Furthermore, police departments have protected officers that become 

corrupt and they even go as far as to intimidate citizens to stop them from speaking out on any 

type of corruption they could have witnessed (Potter, 2013). Police corruption is a difficult issue 

to combat currently because there are too many powerful entities protecting corrupt officers. This 

further harms citizens within the United States, as citizens would go unprotected if the people 

hired to protect them can break the law and go unpunished. (Holmes, 2020) 

 The corruptness within police departments and amongst uniformed officers is not a 

victimless crime, as the consequences of police corruption in America have made it difficult for 

both citizens and unformed police officers (Syed, 1997). Citizens, including police officers, often 

time no longer feel safe in their own country (Williams, 2002). Many citizens walk around in 

fear of law enforcement mainly due to the power many of them abuse daily. Encounters like this 

cause justice to be delayed or denied, because many citizens are fearful to report the injustices 

they might have witnessed (Holmes, 2020). Officers cannot properly do their jobs if citizens 
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refuse to report crimes. As a result, this can cause a spike in crime rates in America, which in 

turn makes policing more difficult for both citizens and uniformed officers (Holmes, 2020). 

 Therefore, an investigation into how police departments and uniformed officers currently 

operate could help solve the issue of police corruption. If the departments and officers are 

investigated, it can expose the underlying problems that cause corruption (Holmes,2020). Once 

these problems are exposed, then solutions can be set to help reduce and eradicate police 

corruption as police corruption is a decentralized problem that requires a decentralized solution. 

Therefore, this paper seeks to address the problems in local police departments and provide some 

recommendations that will help inform both scholars and practitioners on better ways to address 

these issues. The upcoming pages will identify the current issues plaguing police departments 

and uniformed officers. And once these issues have been examined, there will be recommended 

solutions to bring the literature as well as society closer to eradicating the deep and systemic 

corruption in American police departments for good.   

B. RESEARCH QUESTION 

 RQ: How can police departments and uniformed officers be reformed to eradicate police 

corruption?  

 There have been many reform movements with the sole aim of combatting police 

corruption, but none have been successful in its efforts. There have been few reform movements 

to get legislation passed that have managed police corruption. Although, there have been none to 

be successful in completely reforming police departments. 

 To address the research question, I will utilize case studies by examining the New York 

Police Department (NYPD), Miami-Dade Police Department (MDPD), and the Los Angeles 
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Police Department (LAPD). Once I have concluded the case studies, I will offer possible reasons 

as to why reform movements have not been successful in eradicating police corruption in the 

past. Then, I will offer possible solutions to combat this problem moving forward. 

C. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 When researching the impact of police corruption amongst uniformed officers within 

America, many things have become clear. The first thing is that corruption has existed within 

police departments since the beginning of the first police force (Potter, 2013). The research 

conducted by Bayley & Perito (2011) and Potter (2013) analyzes how pervasive police 

corruption is in America. 

 A plethora of governmental and scholarly, peer-reviewed material are available along 

with an increasing number of news articles chronicling the impact of police corruption in the 

United States (Bayley & Perito 2011; Holmes 2020; Syed 1997; Uchida 1989; Weitzer 2005). 

Much of the literature focuses on the issue of corruption itself, without providing any tangible 

solutions to stop it (Bayley and Perito 2011; Holmes 2020;  “Police Corruption”;  “Police 

Corruption and Misconduct”; Potter 2013; Syed 1997; and Weitzer 2005). To begin addressing 

the problems found in the police departments, I have selected the following subcategories best 

suited to advancing the research for this thesis: 1) the history of police departments in America 

and 2) corruption in modern police forces in different eras. 

 1.  The History of Police Departments in America 

 Policing has been around since the development of the 13 colonies in America (Potter, 

2013). In the northern colonies, policing was known as the “Watch.” The watch system was 

made up of community volunteers whose main job was to warn of impending danger (Potter, 
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2013). The first-night watch was created in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1636, and eventually, 

other colonies then followed suit (Potter, 2013). However, the night watch was not effective at 

controlling crime as many of the Watchmen were routinely drunk or asleep while on duty. This 

form of policing lasted up until the 1830s when the first modern police department was created 

(Potter, 2013).  

In southern colonies, policing was known as the “slave patrol” (Platt, 1982). The slave 

patrol had three main functions, which were to: “(1) chase down, apprehend, and return to their 

owners, runaway slaves; (2)  provide a form of organized terror to deter slave revolts; and (3)  

maintain a form of discipline for slave-workers who were subject to summary justice, outside of 

the law, if they violated any plantation rules” (Potter, 2013). In the south, the slave patrol lasted 

until the civil war, where it then evolved into modern southern police departments (Potter, 2013). 

 a.  Modern Police Departments 

 The first modern police force was created in Boston, Massachusetts in 1838 (Potter, 

2013). By the 1880s all major U.S. cities had municipal police forces in place (Potter, 2013). On 

the other hand, police forces in the north wanted to keep social control of the people, especially 

the working class. On the other hand, police forces in the south wanted to control the now freed 

slaves and keep the social order intact. The two different police forces in the north and south 

maintained different purposes. In the north, early police departments were under the control of 

local politicians, also known as the political ward leader (Potter, 2013). The local political party 

ward leader, a division of a city for representative, electoral, or administrative purposes 

(Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 2020), appointed the police executive in charge of 

the ward leader’s neighborhood (Potter, 2013). The ward leader was also, “the neighborhood 

tavern owner, sometimes the neighborhood purveyor of gambling and prostitution, and usually 
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the controlling influence over neighborhood youth gangs who were used to get out the vote and 

intimidate opposition party voters” (Potter, 2013). The police executives in charge would 

commonly take payoffs or ignore the illegal activities that were taking place in the neighborhood 

out of loyalty to the political ward leaders (Potter, 2013). According to Potter (2013), the 

corruption within modern police departments usually went unpunished and was commonly 

rewarded by local politicians. Whereas in the south, the slave patrol evolved into modern 

southern police departments after the civil war. The newly developed southern police 

departments were tasked with controlling newly freed slaves and enforcing “Jim Crow” laws, 

which denied equality to African Americans in the south (Potter, 2013). Furthermore, unformed 

officers in the south would go as far as to use excessive force to enforce “Jim Crow” laws 

(Hassett-Walker, 2021). 

 b. Corruption in Early Modern Police Departments 

 Early police departments commonly took part in corruption by protecting local 

politicians, by allowing them to participate in illegal activities such as drinking, gambling, and 

prostitution (Potter, 2013). Another way police officers would participate in corruption was by 

participating in vote-buying and ballot-box-stuffing to help local politicians get re-elected 

(Potter, 2013). Local politicians would reward this behavior by making political operatives 

police officers (Potter, 2013). Furthermore, police officers in the 19th century, “provided services 

and assistance to political allies of the machine and harassed, arrested and interfered with the 

political activities of machine opponents” (Potter, 2013). Uniformed police officers in the 19th 

century were agents of local politicians, which gave them unprecedented power to take 

advantage of citizens and degrade the law with little to no consequences (Potter, 2013). 
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Likewise, police officers in the post-Civil War era would commonly participate in 

strikebreaking, which was the use of force to break up strikes (Potter, 2013). These officers 

would use extreme violence to disperse the demonstrating workers (Harring, 1981). They would 

also try to prevent strikes from organizing, by making “public order” arrests towards workers 

(Potter, 2013).  Public order crimes are, according to Attorneys on Demand (n.d.), any acts or 

behaviors that are considered to interfere with the normal flow of society. Police officers also 

took advantage of ambiguous laws to make arrests on union-organized and unemployed workers 

(Potter, 2013). In conclusion, police corruption has taken many forms in early modern police 

departments. First with police departments being controlled by local politicians, then by police 

officers using violent force to control citizens (Potter, 2013). One thing that remained the same 

through the times was rampant corruption within police departments. 

  2.  Corruption in Modern Police Forces in Different Eras 

  Police corruption might have begun in the early 1800s, but it did not end there (Potter, 

2013). Police corruption continued to evolve through different eras. The eras included: 1) The 

Political Era, 2) The Reform Era, and 3) The Community Era. Each of these eras has led to the 

foundation that police corruption stands on today (Bond, 2016). This means, police corruption in 

modern police forces in America still exists. Scholars Bayley & Perito (2011) have noted that 

police corruption in America is still widespread throughout the nation making it more difficult 

for citizens to survive in America. The following sections analyze the different eras of police 

corruption providing the history needed to understand the modern and current pervasiveness of 

corruption in society today. 

 a. The Political Era 
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 The Political Era in policing is categorized by the 1840s to the 1930s (Bond, 2016). 

During this era, policemen represented local politicians (“History of Policing,” n.d.). According 

to Potter (2013), local politicians controlled the actions of policemen while they were on duty 

and policemen had no issue with illegally protecting politicians from losing elections. As a 

result, policemen were known as the main agents in getting local politicians re-elected.  

Also, during this time, the prohibition era was in full swing. The prohibition era was 

categorized as an era that discouraged the use of alcoholic beverages through the 18th 

amendment of the U.S. Constitution (Library of Congress). Prohibition aided in an increase in 

organized crime, which resulted in widespread police corruption (Bond, 2016). During 

prohibition, “police became little more than watchmen for organized crime enterprises, or, in a 

more sinister vein, enforcement squads to harass the competition of the syndicate paying the 

corruption bill” (Potter, 2013). By the end of prohibition, modern American policing was 

engulfed in total corruption. One form of corruption was categorized by an alarming use of 

excessive force on citizens, where many police officers were dedicated to maintaining public 

order by any means necessary, which put citizens in harm's way. In conclusion, the corruption of 

the Political Era of policing was categorized as the beginning of police corruption in America, 

which led to the Reform Era (Bond, 2016). 

 b. The Reform Era 

 The reform era of policing lasted from the 1930s to the 1980s, which was a direct result 

of the political era of policing (Bond, 2016). This era was defined by reforms to modify police 

departments in a concerted effort to try to eliminate corruption in policing and was successful in 

changing the way police departments functioned. Due to the reforms, police departments were 

more professional, required training and tests to become police officers, and began utilizing 
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scientific methods in their investigations (Morey, 1991). Although police reforms were being 

introduced, they did not eliminate corruption from police departments as many were still dealing 

with the issue of racism and drugs (Summerhays, 1979). Many commissions during this time 

exposed that police officers were taking bribes and payoffs to ignore the trafficking, production, 

and selling of illegal drugs (Bond, 2016). Furthermore, this era also created an “us versus them” 

mentality amongst police officers, which made police officers less approachable and less 

understanding (Bond, 2016)). As a result, this new policing environment put a strain on the 

relationships police officers had with communities. In short, the Reform Era reshaped and 

redefined modern day policing, but it did not eliminate corruption nor create a safe environment 

for citizens as many police officers were still participating in illegal activities while on duty and 

increasingly became more hostile and pessimistic towards citizens (Bond, 2016).  

 c.  The Community Era 

 The Community Era is the present era of policing and began in the 1980s (Bond, 2016). 

The advertised goal of this era is to rebuild relationships with communities, to show them that 

police officers care about the well-being of citizens, and to aid safer communities (Bond, 2016)). 

Although the Community Era sets to rebuild what the Reform Era destroyed, it is still heavily 

corrupt with police brutality on citizens, particularly minorities within America (Ang, 2020). 

Luckily, due to the advancement of technology, many citizens are now actively recording and 

exposing the corruption of modern police officers (Hudson, 2012). Because of this, there have 

been several viral videos that have exposed the racial insensitivity of police officers. These 

videos show police officers violently beating or killing unarmed Black, Indigenous, and/or 

People of Color (BIPOC). However, most officers are not charged nor indicted for their actions 

against BIPOC (Dewan, 2020). During this era, uniformed officers have been able to get away 
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with murder (Trivedi, 2020). Therefore, although this era can be categorized as an era that is 

trying to improve policing through rebuilding community relationships, it has not been entirely 

successful. The lack of accountability and racial insensitivity in police departments makes it 

difficult for communities to trust police officers. 

D. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 The thesis analyzes the issues of police corruption amongst uniformed officers and how it 

negatively affects citizens to create a solution of reform for police corruption. Although there 

have been multiple police reform efforts, none of them have been successful in eradicating police 

corruption (Alpert et al., 2020). Over the years, there have been many commissions that were 

created with the sole purpose of understanding police corruption; however, these commissions 

do not provide solutions it only exposes the issue (Armstrong, 2012).  

 To address the problems of modern day police corruption and provide recommendations 

to solve them, this research employs a multiple case analysis or a case study method, to observe 

three prominent police departments to determine the best solution for police corruption. The case 

study method allows for an in-depth analysis of three different police departments and the 

reasons as to why officers become corrupt in the first place. Robert Yin (2013) best defines a 

case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not evident.” 

 The case study method was chosen because it allows more of an in-depth approach to 

real-world complex issues (Avery et al., 2011). According to its premise, the case study approach 

is a great method to study something as complex as police corruption as there are numerous 
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issues to address concerning this widespread problem. This method will allow for the study of 

different police departments and the issues that are plaguing them. 

 The three case studies focus on the New York Police Department (N.Y.P.D.), Miami 

Police Department (M.P.D.), and the Los Angeles Police Department (L.A.P.D.). Each of these 

police departments are in cities with very different cultures. The city of New York is home to an 

artistic multi-ethnic culture, and it is also known for its business culture (Pound, 2020). The city 

of Miami is known for its rich Latin American culture (Miami Culture and Cuban Influence, 

n.d.). Furthermore, the city of Los Angeles culture is centered around the entertainment capital 

(Pound, 20). The demographics of the police departments are also different. Refer to Figure 1 

below to observe the demographic of the N.Y.P.D., L.A.P.D., and M.P.D. As the data below 

supports, these three police departments are very different, that is why they have been chosen to 

be a part of the case study. The differences of these departments will highlight how rampant 

police corruption is and how it can present itself in different environments. Not only were these 

departments chosen because of their differences, but also for their locations. Each of these 

departments are located in different parts of America, which can further highlight how pervasive 

corruption is. These three departments are very popular and have each been involved in some 

form of police corruption. Also, these departments are highly bureaucratized, which aids in a 

group-think mentality that can foster police corruption (Potter, 2013). The investigation of these 

three departments that are rampant with police corruption may provide some insight into other 

similar police departments.  
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Figure 1.1 Demographic of the N.Y.P.D, L.A.P.D., & M.P.D 
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CHAPTER 2: ANALYZING CORRUPTION WITHIN THE N.Y.P.D. 

Background 

 The New York Police Department has always had an issue with corruption since its 

creation in 1844 (Grennan, 2001). Throughout the department's 177 years of service; it has been 

rocked by six major police scandals (Grennan, 2001). Each of these scandals were investigated 

by a commission, which exposed major issues within the department. These six commissions are 

known as the Lexow Committee (1895), Curran Committee (1913), Seabury Commission 

(1932), The scandal of Harry Gross (1949), Knapp Commission (1970), and the Mollen 

Commission (1992) (Grennan, 2001). Once the commissions discovered and exposed corruption 

within the department, it offered solutions and recommendations to reform the officers of the 

N.Y.P.D.  (Parent, 2016). Although, it was at the discretion of the department to implement these 

solutions and recommendations (Grennan, 2001). Although these commissions were not able to 

fully eradicate corruption within the N.Y.P.D., they proved to be helpful when it came to 

exposing corruption in the department (Grennan, 2001). These commissions were able to expose 

dirty cops, dirty politicians, and the rules that helped them break the law (Parent, 2016). 

Furthermore, without these commissions’, corruption within the N.Y.P.D. would not be as easy 

to highlight in the modern day. An in-depth analysis of the commissions that reviewed 

corruption within the department and the solutions offered will help understand the 

pervasiveness of corruption within the N.Y.P.D. and bring the literature closer to eradicating 

police corruption. Furthermore, an in-depth analysis of commissions will demonstrate how 

corruption has adapted over time. 

 



18 
 

Historical Analysis 

 Historical analysis’ according to Thorpe and Holt (2008), is “a method of the 

examination of evidence in coming to an understanding of the past.” This approach to data 

collection will allow the researcher to analyze the past while using facts. Furthermore, a 

historical analysis allows the researcher to develop a cause-and-effect relationship that will allow 

them to understand why things happened (Thorpe & Holt, 2008). Moreover, historical 

documents, such as the reports left by the commissions, are considered key historical traces 

(Jupp, 2006). A historical analysis of past N.Y.P.D. commission reports would allow for the 

researcher to understand the past of police corruption and the reasons as to why it persisted in the 

department for decades. Moreover, Victor Jupp (2006) stated in his article that, “ A stronger 

conception of historical analysis sees it as a pervasive and necessary technique in its own right, 

without which no account of phenomena in the present may be properly understood.” The 

present issue of police corruption within the N.Y.P.D. could not properly be understood without 

understanding the past.  

Results 

1. The Lexow Committee 

The Lexow Committee was formed in Mach of 1894, and it was headed by Clarence Lexow, 

a state senator. The committee was formed because the N.Y.P.D. was facing corruption 

allegations by businesses and reform organizations (Grennan, 2001). Moreover, the committee 

was funded by private organizations because of the lack of support from the state government 

(Grennan, 2001). The goal of the committee was to investigate the corruption taking place within 

the N.Y.P.D. and collect evidence to support its findings (New York State, 1895). The Lexow 
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Committee discovered interference at the voting polls, extortion, blackmail, and corruption (New 

York State, 1895). Once the discoveries of the Lexow Committee were exposed, many high-

ranking members of the N.Y.P.D. were initially removed from their positions (Grennan, 2001). 

Many of the officers appealed to be reinstated back to their old positions and some succeeded in 

their appeals (Grennan, 2001). Also, the committee discovered that to be promoted in the 

department, officers had to pay a bribe to a corrupt politician (Grennan, 2001). In conclusion, the 

Lexow Committee was able to successfully expose corruption but not eliminate it. 

2. The Curran Committee 

The Curran Committee was formed almost seventeen years after the Lexow Committee on 

August 5, 1912. The committee was formed after allegations a police lieutenant was involved in 

the murder of a gambler (Grennan, 2001). Herman Rosenthal, a gambler, was paying Lieutenant 

Charles Becker not to raid his gambling establishment. Becker went against his word and raided 

the location and Rosenthal retaliated by cooperating with the district attorney’s office (Grennan, 

2001). Several days after Rosenthal gave a statement to the district attorney about Becker’s 

involvement in corruption, he was lured into a hotel where he was shot to death (Grennan, 2001). 

After the indictment of Becker, the Curran Committee filed its report with the legislature on 

March 9, 1913 (Driscoll, 1913). The Curran Committee found that police officers were extorting 

money from a variety of businesses and giving false testimonies (Grennan, 2001). The 

committee recommended; (1) in-depth background checks on recruits, (2) additional training for 

recruits, plainclothesmen, and detectives, (3) create new promotional practices to prevent 

corruption in the promotional process, (4) the revision of detective duties, and (5) the creation of 

a confidential unit within the department to ensure the maintenance of honesty and integrity 

(Grennan, 2001). Although the Curran Committee attempted to eradicate police corruption, the 
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growing crime and the illegalization of the possession and use of alcohol in the U.S. made it 

impossible (Grennan, 2001). 

3. The Seabury Commission 

The Seabury Commission was formed in August of 1930 and was headed by Judge Samuel 

Seabury (Grennan, 2001). The commission was formed once allegations of corruption within the 

magistrate’s court, a court having limited jurisdiction over minor civil and criminal matters, was 

brought to the attention of Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt (Grennan, 2001). Seabury was tasked 

with investigating the corruption that was taking place in the magistrate’s court (Burstein, 2019). 

Although, no one could have been prepared for the results of the Seabury Commission. The 

investigation revealed that police officers, magistrates, bail bond persons, court personnel, and 

attorneys were extorting money from anyone who entered the magistrates’ court (Grennan, 

2001).  

Furthermore, most of the cases that were presented in the magistrate’s court were arrests 

made by N.Y.P.D. officers and the verdicts were mainly decided by the testimony of an arresting 

officer (Grennan, 2001). These officers were typically vice cops and would initially propose to 

victims that the arrests would go away if they could pay the fee. For those who could pay the fee, 

they were immediately released and those who couldn’t or wouldn’t were processed then taken 

to arraignment. Additionally, to determine how deep the corruption of the officers was, Seabury 

requested a financial check into some members of the vice squad. Many of the officers had large 

sums of money in their accounts and could not legally explain how it got there (Grennan, 2001). 

The commission resulted in all members of the vice squad being demoted back to uniform. 

Furthermore, thirteen of the officers were convicted of crimes committed while working in the 

vice squad. The biggest achievement of the commission was the resignation of Mayor Jimmy 
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Walker, who had proved to also be corrupt (Burstein, 2019). Moreover, the Seabury commission 

recommended the elimination of the magistrate’s court, the children’s court, and the court of 

special sessions among other things. However, this recommendation was the most helpful in 

aiding the reform of police corruption during that period (Grennan, 2001). 

4. The Investigation of Harry Gross 

Harry Gross also known as the man who bought the N.Y.P.D., paid the department over $1 

million a year to protect his gambling establishments (Krajicek, 2018). Gross would brag about 

the policemen and politicians he had on his payroll and would even gift them with lavish items 

such as tv sets and cars (McFadden, 1986). Furthermore, Gross was so aware of the power he 

had over the department that he would negotiate bribes inside station houses (Krajicek, 2018). 

All this changed once Gross was arrested in 1950 (McFadden, 1986). Gross was aware of the 

time he was facing, so he made a deal to expose the officers on his payroll for a lighter sentence 

(Grennan, 2001). Gross initially gave incriminating information on twenty-one officers, who 

were then indicted on charges of conspiracy and extortion (Grennan, 2001). However, Gross 

refused to testify against the officers, which resulted in a dismissal of the cases against the 

officers, and because of double jeopardy, they were never tried again (Grennan, 2001). Although, 

Gross agreed to testify against these officers at the N.Y.P.D. departmental trials, which resulted 

in the dismissal of many officers from the department (Grennan, 2001). Overall, the discovery of 

Harry Gross and his relationship with the N.Y.P.D. led to twenty-two convictions and the 

dismissal or resignation of over 240 police officers (McFadden, 1986). The Helfand 

Commission, the commission that investigated Harry Gross, resulted in the resignation of the 

chief inspector, the police commissioner, and the mayor (Grennan, 2001). Additionally, all 

plainclothes officers were placed back into uniforms. The commission also aided in the creation 



22 
 

of a new law that prevented police officers from retiring when they were petitioned to appear 

before a grand jury (Grennan, 2001). In conclusion, the investigation of Harry Gross exposed the 

pervasiveness of corruption within the N.Y.P.D. 

5. The Knapp Commission 

On April 25, 1970, The New York Times published an article accusing the N.Y.P.D. of 

police corruption and suggested that Mayor John V. Lindsey ignored the issue (Armstrong, 

2012). As a response to these accusations, Mayor Lindsey formed the Knapp Commission which 

was headed by Whitman Knapp (Grennan, 2001). The commission was launched after a 

plainclothes officer named Frank Serpico went to the New York Times and reported widespread 

corruption within his unit (Armstrong, 2012). Serpico also stated that he previously tried to 

report the corruption to his superiors and city officials, but nothing was ever done (Armstrong, 

2012). The actions of Serpico lead to Mayor Lindsey wanting to protect his reputation, so he 

launched a commission that would investigate corruption in the N.Y.P.D. (Armstrong, 2012).  

Moreover, the Knapp Commission categorized two different types of corrupt officers, the “ 

meat-eaters” and the “grass-eaters.” The “meat-eaters” are police officers who aggressively 

misuse their police powers for personal gain and the “grass-eaters” are those that accept the 

payoffs that police work throw their way (Knapp Commission, 1973). The Knapp Commission 

also discovered that not all corrupt officers are corrupt by choice, but by force or peer pressure 

(Goldstein, 1975). Some officers believed to truly be accepted by other officers, they had to 

participate in corrupt activities (Goldstein, 1975). Furthermore, the Knapp Commission 

discovered that many units within the N.Y.P.D. were taking payoffs from criminal institutions, 

specifically gamblers, and stealing money from crime scenes (Grennan, 2001). Moreover, 

gamblers would pay entire units every month to leave them alone and look the other way 
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(Grennan, 2001). Units would then take the collected money and share it amongst the officers in 

the unit (Armstrong, 2012). This led to the discovery that corruption in the N.Y.P.D. was 

widespread and that the Internal Affairs Unit was incapable of fighting corruption within the 

department (Grennan, 2001). 

The main recommendation from the Knapp Commission was the establishment of a Special 

Prosecutor’s Office for the criminal justice system In New York City (Armstrong, 2012). The 

office would be tasked with monitoring the district attorneys in their anti-corruption efforts and 

when needed, conduct their own investigations (Armstrong, 2012). Although the 

recommendation of a special prosecutor’s office in New York City was taken, it did not eradicate 

police corruption from the department. Almost two decades later another commission was 

launched. 

6. The Mollen Commission 

In 1992, Mayor David Dinkins named Milton Mollen as the lead on a special panel to 

investigate police corruption in the N.Y.P.D. (Grennan, 2001). This special panel came to be 

known as the Mollen Commission and is the most recent commission launched to investigate 

corruption in the N.Y.P.D. (Grennan, 2001). Furthermore, the investigation was launched after 

six police officers from the N.Y.P.D. were arrested on drug charges (Grennan, 2001). One of the 

officers arrested was Michael Dowd and he proved to be very helpful to the Mollen Commission 

(Grennan, 2001). Dowd was aware that he could be facing life imprisonment, so he decided to 

cooperate with the commission to receive a lighter sentence (Grennan, 2001). With the help of 

Dowd, the commission discovered that Dowd and his police gang had, “robbed and beaten-up 

drug dealers, burglarized drug locations, sold drugs, lied in court to get drug dealers’ charges 

dismissed and many other crimes” (Grennan, 2001).  
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 The commission also discovered another police gang which was run by Bernard Cawley 

(Grennan, 2001). This gang was very similar to Dowd’s gang with the exception that they were 

more violent (Grennan, 2001). Furthermore, Cawley admitted in his testimony to the commission 

that he would “beat up” drug dealers and innocent bystanders to show who was in charge (The 

New York Times, 1993). Cawley even admitted that his sergeant was aware of his aggressive 

behavior towards citizens and rewarded him and other officers for it (The New York Times, 

1993). Furthermore, the Mollen Commission discovered more corrupt officers like Cawley and 

Dowd but realized that corruption was not systemic in the N.Y.P.D, but isolated among rogue 

officers (Raab, 1993).  

 The Mollen Commission’s recommendation to reform the N.Y.P.D. was an independent 

oversight agency to monitor anti-corruption investigations and for a reconstruction of the 

department's internal programs for preventing and detecting misconduct (Raab, 1993). The 

commission also recommended new anti-corruption tactics such as thorough background checks 

of recruits, anti-corruption training methods, and methods to ensure supervisors are held 

accountable for corruption and misconduct (Raab, 1993). Furthermore, the commission was able 

to discover the corruption taking place in the N.Y.P.D and why it has been able to persist for so 

long. The commission stated that the N.Y.P.D. failed to address the issue of corruption and has 

allowed it to plague the department for decades (Raab, 1993). Although the commission was 

successful in many areas, it was unsuccessful in reforming the department. Refer to Table 2.1 to 

see the results and recommendations of each commission of the N.Y.P.D. 

  



25 
 

Name and Year of 

Commission 

Forms of Corruption 

Discovered 

Commission’s 

Recommendations 

The Lexow Committee (1894) Extortion, interference at 

the voting polls, 

blackmail, and payoffs to 

politicians for promotions. 

None 

The Curran Committee (1912) Extortion and false 

testimonies in court. 

In-depth background checks 

on recruits, additional 

training for all officers, create 

new promotional process, 

revision of detective duties, 

and the creation of Internal 

affairs units. 

The Seabury Commission (1930) Extortion, false 

testimonies, blackmail, 

and corrupt mayor. 

Elimination of the 

magistrate’s court, children’s 

court. And the court of 

special sessions 

The Scandal of Harry Gross 

(1950) 

The entire police 

department was being paid 

off by Harry Gross. 

A law that prevented police 

officers from retiring when 

petitioned to appear before a 

grand jury. 

The Knapp Commission (1970) Payoffs from criminal 

institutions and theft 

The establishment of a 

special prosecutor’s office. 
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The Mollen Commission (1992) Brutality, extortion, and 

drug dealing 

Independent oversight 

agency, reconstruction of the 

internal programs for 

preventing police corruption, 

and new anti-corruption 

tactics. 

Table 2.1 The Results of N.Y.P.D. Commissions 

Analysis 

 No commission tasked with investigating the N.Y.P.D was able to eradicate or reform the 

officers in the department. This is evident because almost every two decades a new corruption 

scandal would launch another investigation. Each investigation made recommendations, but not 

all these recommendations proved to be helpful. For example, the creation of an internal affairs 

unit. The internal affairs unit was described as useless in the eradication of corruption. 

Furthermore, the department also failed to address corruption within the system. To extend on 

this point, the department overlooked the reports of the commissions and demoted officers that 

were involved rather than firing them. These officers were still able to participate in corruption 

but at a lower rank. Also, because it was at the discretion of the department to accept the 

recommendations of the commissions, they were never forced to their corrupt behavior. 

 Commissions could not force their recommendations onto the department therefore, they 

could not adequately impact change. These commissions also had a difficult time eradicating or 

reforming corruption within the N.Y.P.D. mainly because there was no pressure for the 

department to accept the recommendations of the commission. Because of the lack of pressure, 

the department felt they never really had to change its practices or the way they handled 
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corruption. Due to this, the department reverted to their old ways once the public eye was no 

longer on them. In conclusion, the commissions never stood a chance at eradicating or reforming 

corruption within the N.Y.P.D., because discretion to accept any recommendations made by the 

commission was at the discretion of the department.  
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CHAPTER 3: ANALYZING CORRUPTION WITHIN THE M.P.D. 

Background 

 Corruption in the early Miami Police Department (M.P.D.) was related to the racial 

turmoil that plagued Miami in the 40s and 50s (Lersch, 2001). Officers in the department were 

abusing and discriminating against the black community. These officers would beat, sexually 

assault, and kill black people and not face any real consequences (Lersch, 2001). These actions 

continued to add to an already tumultuous relationship between cops and the black community. 

The tension finally came to a bursting point in 1980 after the death of Arthur McDuffie. Arthur 

McDuffie, a black insurance agent, was riding his motorcycle when he popped a wheelie and 

gave an obscene gesture towards a police sergeant (Lersch, 2001). Mcduffie was then pursued by 

over a dozen police cars and when he finally stopped, he was beaten by at least six of the 

responding officers (Lersch, 2001). A few days later Mcduffie succumbed to his injuries (Lersch, 

2001). The department tried to cover his death by claiming that he died from crashing his 

motorcycle, but the coroner’s office refuted this claim (Veitenhans, 2009). Furthermore, a police 

officer who followed the chase testified that the officers beat McDuffie to death with their 

flashlights (Veitenhans, 2009). Although the testimony of the officer and coroner’s report was 

strong evidence, an all-white jury found the officers not guilty. This verdict led to the race riots 

of 1980. The next era of corruption within the M.P.D. was categorized by the arrival of drugs in 

the United States (Lersch, 2001). Many officers took advantage of the luxuries drug dealing had 

to offer (Lersch, 2001). These officers were on the payrolls of big-time drug kingpins and 

worked on their behalf (Lersch, 2001). An in-depth analysis of the Miami Police Department 

before and after the race riots of 1980 and the drug-related corruption of the 80s and 90s would 

reveal the pervasiveness of corruption and how easily it can adapt to the times. Furthermore, this 
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analysis would bring the literature closer to reform by highlighting how corruption in the past 

was upheld. 

Results 

1. The M.P.D. Before the Race Riots of 1980 

The Miami Police Department before the race riots of 1980, gave the black community of 

Miami a lot to be angry about (Lersch, 2001). There were many incidents where black people 

were unnecessarily abused, harmed, and had their civil rights violated by officers of the 

department. One incident included the mistake of five officers who raided the home of Nathaniel 

Lafleur, a junior high teacher. In the raid, Lafleur and his son were both beaten. Lafleur stated 

that he was never shown a search warrant, the officers never announced who they were, and only 

one officer was in uniform (The New York Times, 1979). It was revealed that the officers had 

raided the wrong home (Lersch, 2001). The result of the raid was a suspension without pay for 

four of the officers involved (Lersch, 2001). 

Another incident involving abuse towards black people by the Miami Police Department was 

when a white off-duty cop killed an unarmed black man (Lersch, 2001). The jury claimed that 

they saw no criminal wrongdoing, although the officer was later charged with negligence in the 

mishandling of his weapon (Lersch, 2001). There were many more cases similar or more heinous 

than this, which lead to the race riots of 1980 (Lersch, 2001). Incidents like this infuriated the 

black community, mainly because they did not see any justice be served to the cops who 

committed these crimes (Lersch, 2001). The verdict of the cops who beat Arthur McDuffie was 

the tipping point for the anger of the black community (Lersch, 2001). 
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2. The M.P.D. After the Race Riots of 1980 

The Miami Police Department had very few black officers, and the black officers that were 

employed worked in a segregated unit (Lersch, 2001). From 1975 to 1980, the M.P.D. only had 

80 black officers, and only 16 of those officers were employed above the level of patrol officers 

(Lersch, 2001). However, the employment of black officers began to change in 1980 due to 

consent decrees and affirmative action (Lersch, 2001). In 1970, Leonard Cohen, an African 

American M.P.D. officer filed a lawsuit against the city of Miami (Lersch, 2001). Cohen claimed 

that the police department was discriminatory against minorities in its promotional and hiring 

practices (Lerch, 2001). Cohen’s lawsuit resulted in the Cohen Consent Decree (1973), which 

mandated that African American officers were to be hired to adequately reflect the population of 

Miami (Lersch, 2001). The second consent decree came about through a lawsuit filed by the U.S. 

Department of Justice in 1975, in which the Department of Justice claimed that the city of Miami 

was discriminatory against minorities and women in its employment practices (Lersch, 2001). 

This lawsuit resulted in a mandate that required 56% of individuals hired by M.P.D. to be 

minorities and women (Lersch, 2001). These decrees were not put into effect until 1980 when 

the M.P.D.’s budget was increased (Lersch, 2001). The improvement of hiring and employment 

practices led to a hiring frenzy from 1981 to 1982 (Lersch, 2001). Although the hiring frenzy 

more than doubled the size of the department, it also brought about a relaxed hiring standard 

(Lersch, 2001). This happened because the department was no longer directly handling the 

screening of applicants, instead, the responsibility was placed on the City Commission and the 

Department of Human Resources (Lersch, 2001). Moreover, an applicant’s test results to qualify 

as an officer were no longer directly given to the M.P.D., but an agency was given a list of 

qualified applicants from which the M.P.D was obligated to hire (Lersch, 2001). This allowed for 
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unqualified individuals, who typically would be denied employment, police officers (Lersch, 

2001). Not only were hiring standards relaxed but so were promotional standards (Lersch, 2001). 

Relaxed promotional standards led to officers who were less experienced being promoted. These 

new relaxed standards in the M.P.D. led to the river cops, a group of corrupt officers, being 

hired. 

3. Drug-Related Corruption 

The river cops’ case is known as Miami’s worst police scandal (Sechrest & Burns, 1992). 

The river cops were a group of nineteen Hispanic officers who were hired during the relaxed 

hiring standards of the M.P.D. (Lersch, 2001). According to Lersch (2001), these officers were 

accused of various state and federal crimes, including using the M.P.D. as a racketeering 

enterprise, murder, threats involving murder, civil rights violations, robbery, possession of 

narcotics, and various conspiracy charges. The river cops began to raise red flags within the 

department after they claimed they seized 850 pounds of cocaine from beneath a deck of a boat, 

but one of the smugglers reported that over 1,000 pounds of cocaine was on that boat (Sechrest 

& Burns, 1992). This incident resulted in the launch of an investigation into the officers. The 

second incident involved at least ten officers boarding a boat that contained 400 kilograms of 

cocaine (Sechrest & Burns, 1992). The officers threw the smugglers into the water and 

confiscated the drugs (Sechrest & Burns, 1992). The third incident, which was more severe, 

involved eight officers (Lersch, 2001). The officers raided the boat, confiscated the cocaine, and 

forced the crew into the water (Lersch, 2001). Unfortunately, three of the smugglers that were 

forced into the water were unable to swim and drowned (Sechrest, 1992). The officers were 

eventually caught when they tried to sell the stolen cocaine to undercover officers (Sechrest & 

Burns, 1992). Almost all the river cops were convicted by 1988 (Sechrest & Burns, 1992). The 
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crimes of the river cops exposed the corruption taking place in the Miami Police Department. 

According to Sechrest and Burns (1992), “By  early 1988, 77 Miami police officers, including 

the River Cops, had been fired or suspended, or accused of misconduct after they resigned.” In 

conclusion, the relaxed recruitment, screening, and selection procedures were in part responsible 

for enabling the river cops and other corrupt officers (Sechrest & Burns, 1992).  

Analysis 

The M.P.D.’s history with race and segregation allowed for corruption to creep into the 

department. Many officers were able to harm the black community and minorities and face 

virtually no consequences. The lack of repercussions officers faced caused tension between the 

black community and the department. This tension led to the riots of the 1980s. The black 

community and minorities were tired of the treatment they were receiving from the M.P.D., 

therefore they acted out. This consequently led to change within the department. Furthermore, 

the department was now able to increase the number of minorities that were hired, including 

women. This hiring frenzy led to relaxed standards, which ultimately led to corruption. Officers 

who were previously not qualified to work for the M.P.D. were now able to be employed by the 

department, which made it easier for corrupt people to become police officers. In conclusion, the 

relaxed standards and management enabled corruption within the Miami Police Department. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYZING CORRUPTION WITHIN THE L.A.P.D. 

Background 

 The Los Angeles Police Department (L.A.P.D.) has had an interesting relationship with 

police corruption through the years. The beginning of  L.A.P.D’s history with corruption was 

deeply connected with racism. Officers would target minorities and stop them just for being a 

person of color (Bates, 2017). During these stops, officers were typically hostile towards 

civilians and would sometimes brutalize them for no apparent reason (Bates, 2017). It is also 

important to note that during this time the officers in the department were primarily white, which 

aided in the racist mindset of the department at the time. Similar to the Miami Police 

Department, there was tension between minorities and the L.A.P.D. Tensions finally erupted 

after the verdict of the Rodney King case (Bates, 2017). Rodney King was an African American 

who was brutally beaten by four L.A.P.D. officers in 1992. The officers were indicted but a jury 

deemed them not guilty, and this led to the L.A. Riots (Bates, 2017). The L.A.P.D was also 

categorized by corrupt officers who partook in criminal behavior (Bates, 2017). The Rampart 

Scandal, which is known as one of the biggest police scandals in L.A.P.D.s history, was the 

result of cops becoming criminals (Bates, 2017). Some of the cops associated with the scandal 

were affiliated with gangs, sold drugs, and harassed and tortured civilians (Bates, 2017). The 

Rampart Scandal exposed years of deep-seated corruption within the L.A.P.D and offered 

solutions to curb the issue of police corruption (“Rampart Scandal Timeline,” n.d.). An in-depth 

analysis of the Rodney King beating, the L.A. Riots, and the Rampart scandal would demonstrate 

the role racism plays in corruption and how difficult it is to spot. 
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Results 

1. Rodney King and The L.A. Riots 

On March 3, 1991, Rodney King, an African American man, took the police on a high-speed 

chase while intoxicated (Sastry & Bates, 2017). When King finally stopped, he was drunk and 

uncooperative (Sastry & Bates, 2017). The four responding officers were becoming irritated with 

his behavior and began to beat him with their batons for approximately 15 minutes (Sastry & 

Bates, 2017). King was beaten past the point of being able to resist arrest (History.com Editors, 

2010). King’s injuries were skull fractures, broken bones and teeth, and permanent brain damage 

(Sastry & Bates, 2017). On March 15, 1991, the four officers involved were indicted on charges 

of felony assault and other offenses (Associated Press, 2017). A year later, on April 29, 1992, the 

four officers were found not guilty on charges and the jury was deadlocked on one (Sastry & 

Bates, 2017). The verdict resulted in chaos throughout the city. According to Sastry & Bates 

(2017) civilians, “set fires, looted and destroyed liquor stores, grocery stores, retail shops, and 

fast-food restaurants.” The civilians also harassed anyone light-skinned, white, or Latino (Sastry 

& Bates, 2017). This era of chaos was known as the L.A. Riots. The community was already fed 

up with the actions of the officers, the citizens felt like they were being harassed without cause 

instead of protected (Sastry & Bates, 2017). The racism that plagued the department had finally 

caught up with them and the officers were now facing the consequences. The city was erupting 

into chaos after the racism of officers was once again overlooked. Even during these times, the 

L.A.P.D. failed to protect the citizens who needed them most. In conclusion, the L.A.P.D. took 

advantage of a vulnerable community and never faced consequences and the community finally 

responded. 
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2. The Rampart Scandal 

The Rampart scandal first began with the fatal shooting of Kevin Gaines in 1997. 

Undercover officer Frank Lyga claimed that Gaines, a black off-duty officer, threatened him 

with a gun (Boyer, 2001). Lyga claimed the incident started when they were sitting in traffic and 

he rolled down his window to ask Gaines what he was staring at (Boyer, 2001). Gaines then 

responded by aggressively yelling that he was not staring at Lyga (Boyer, 2001). Lyga then 

claimed that Gaines had invited him to pull over so they could handle the situation (Boyer, 

2001). Lyga accepted the challenge, but as soon as Gaines pulled over Lyga bolted back into 

traffic and drove off (Boyer, 2001). This infuriated Gaines, so he chased after Lyga in traffic 

(Boyer, 2001). When Gaines finally caught up to him he showed Lyga his gun and threatened 

him (Boyer, 2001). Lyga then pulled out his gun and fired into Gaines vehicle twice with the 

second round killing him (Boyer, 2001). Lyga claimed that he was only acting in self-defense 

(Boyer, 2001). The investigation revealed that this was not the first incident Gaines had 

threatened civilians with his gun (Boyer, 2001). The investigation also revealed that Gaines was 

connected with Death Row Records, a record company that was claimed to be associated with 

the Mob Piru Bloods (Boyer, 2001).  

 The next incident that revealed the cracks in the L.A.P.D., was a bank robbery in 1997. A 

Bank of America was robbed for over $700,000 on November 6, 1997 (Boyer, 2001). Brian 

Tyndall, the detective on the case, believed that it was an inside job and interrogated the assistant 

manager of the bank, Errolyn Romero (Boyer, 2001). Romero cracked and gave up David Mack 

as her accomplice (Boyer, 2001). David Mack was an L.A.P.D police officer who joined the 

force in 1988 (Boyer, 2001). When Mack was arrested, he refused to cooperate with the police 

(Boyer, 2001). When Mack went to prison, he slowly began to transition into a gang member and 
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completely renounced the L.A.P.D. (Boyer, 2001). The investigation into Mack revealed that he 

grew up in the same neighborhood as Suge Knight, the C.E.O. of Death Row Records (Boyer, 

2001).  

The next incident occurred three months after the bank robbery when six and a half pounds 

of cocaine went missing from the property room at the L.A.P.D. headquarters (Boyer, 2001). 

After an investigation, it was revealed that officer Rafael Perez stole the cocaine from lockup 

under the name Joel Perez (Boyer, 2001). This incident coupled with the other acts of corruption 

that had happened the previous year, Chief Bernard Parks, the current chief of the L.A.P.D., 

launched an internal investigative task force, which primarily focused on the prosecution of 

Rafael Perez (Boyer, 2001). To avoid a harsh sentence, Perez agreed to cooperate with the police 

and inform them of the corruption plaguing the department (Boyer, 2001). When Perez had 

concluded his testimony, he had implicated over 70 officers in misconduct (“Rampart Scandal 

Timeline,” n.d.). The Rampart investigative task force concluded with 108 recommendations for 

the L.A.P.D., including the improvement of hiring practices, supervisory oversight, and police 

training (“Rampart Scandal Timeline,” n.d.). This scandal lowered the morale of citizens and the 

department aiding in Chief Bernard Parks and District Attorney Gil Garcetti failing to be 

reelected for a new term (Boyer, 2001). In conclusion, the Rampart Scandal exposed the 

corruption that the department tried to ignore for decades. 

Analysis: 

 The L.A.P.D.’s lack of action to combat police corruption led to the Rampart Scandal of 

1998. Former L.A.P.D. Chief Willie Williams took no action against the cops who were involved 

in the Rodney King case and did nothing about the corruption that seemed to be taking place 

within the department (Boyer, 2001). Bernard Parks, the chief who succeeded Williams, wanted 
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to do the complete opposite (Boyer, 2001). Chief Parks publicly called out District Attorney Gil 

Garcetti for not prosecuting any of the officers involved in the Rampart Scandal (Boyer, 2001). 

Parks made sure that he was vocal about his stance towards the corruption taking place within 

the department (Boyer, 2001). However, Parks did too little too late. Parks did not become vocal 

until after the officers in his department had been caught up in criminal activities. Parks should 

have tried to combat corruption when he was first named chief. Not only did Chief Parks fail to 

do anything about the corruption plaguing the department, but so did the chiefs before him. The 

L.AP.D. failed to handle the issue of corruption early on and it led to the Rodney King beating 

and Rampart Scandal. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

Case Study Conclusion 

 The N.Y.P.D., M.P.D., and L.A.P.D. are three major police departments located in big 

cities with large populations. Each of these departments have been crippled by corruption at 

some point in their long history. When faced with corruption, the departments did not properly 

address the issue. Therefore, the problem never went away it just grew into a bigger problem. 

Each department presented identical themes, which allowed for the corruption to take place. For 

instance, the departments’ internal affairs unit was practically absent. The internal affairs unit 

was not monitoring the corruption that was taking place nor were they properly monitoring the 

officers within the unit. This led to no oversight of officers in the department, which allowed 

these officers to continue on with corruption. Furthermore, the environment and culture of the 

departments at the time also aided the corruption that was taking place. The L.A.P.D. during the 

Rodney King beating had a culture of racism and during the Rampart Scandal the city was 

plaugued with gang culture (Bates, 2017). The M.P.D. during the 1980 riots was plagued with 

racism and at the time of the drug related corruption the city was being taken over by drug 

kingpins (Lersch, 2001). The N.Y.P.D.s history as a department began under corruption with 

drunk and racist officers, which continued as the department grew. The environment and culture 

of the departments and cities impacted the corruption that was taking place. Lastly, there was 

minimal government involvement. The government officilas at the time of these corruption 

scandals did not do much to change the culture of policing and other government agencies at 

different levels did not get involved. This caused superficial changes in the departments. The 

departments would return to its previous behavior once public attention was no longer on them. 

Additionally, there was no attention from various government agencies to impact any real 
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change. In conclusion, there were many factors affecting corruption within the three departments 

and many of those factors were similar. This showed how corruption was able to adapt and thrive 

in three separate locations with three separate cultures. The case study analysis proved helpful in 

identifying factors of police corruption, which can move the literature closer to solutions. 

Possible Solutions 

 Police corruption has been thriving since the beginning of police departments. Many 

reform movements have been unsuccesfull in combating police corruption. Furthermore, in order 

to combat corruption the culture of policing will have to change. The first thing that needs to 

change is the lack of involvement from government agencies. Government agencies on all levels 

such as local, state and federal, need to be involved in fighting corruption (Stoughton et al.,  

2020). Corruption is not just plaguing one department but many departments in the American 

policing system, therefore it is an American problem and needs all agencies to participate in 

eradicating police corruption. The next thing that needs to change are the militarization of police 

officers. Police officers need to be demilitirazed if they want to repair their relationship with the 

communities they are tasked with protecting. The more militarized a department is the more 

violent they are according to King (2020). This creates fear and distrust amongst civilians, which 

makes it harder for officers to do their jobs. The next thing that needs to change are the internal 

units tasked with investigating corruption within police departments. The case study on the 

departments showed how useless these units were when combatting corruption and checking 

officers. An alternative to interal affair units are ongoing monitoring/auditory authorities, which 

is a person appointed by a government official to investigate an officer or department, propose 

new policies and practices, and suggest the implementation of best practices from other law 

enforcement agencies. This oversight model would eliminate the department from doing their 
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own oversight and allow for an outside to objectively point on and correct corruption. The next 

thing departments need to change are the departments hiring standards. There are many officers 

who are employed by police departments that are not morally qualified to work there. These 

officers spread their corrupt ideals and it infects an entire unit or department. This can be seen by 

the N.Y.P.D. and the M.P.D. when many officers admitted to only participating in criminal 

activities because of peer pressure. The next thing that needs to change are the responsibilities of 

police officers. Police officers have a lot of responsibilities within a community, but they should 

not have to do it all. For example, calls pertaining to mental health. Officers should be tasked 

with a certain responsibilities within a community but not all of them. The last thing that need to 

change within departments is the use of body cameras and filming. As it stands, police officers 

are able to turn their body cameras on or off whenever they pleas and that needs to change. Body 

cams should stay on at all times while the cop is on duty to be sure that the officer was not 

participating in criminal activities. If all these reform solutions are followed police departments 

would be able to eradicate corruption because police officers would be held to higher standards 

and properly kept in check.  
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