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February, 2022 

 

A message to the community: 

The 2022-2026 Safe Community Action Plan is the result of broad community input as well as input 

from numerous key stakeholders. While the Crime Commission Board of Directors set certain 

parameters for the plan and approved it, we do not view it as a Crime Commission plan but rather a 

true community-based plan of action. It is not intended as a strategic plan encompassing every good 

idea that various entities are pursuing but rather an action plan composed of steps that can be taken 

rather immediately to prevent and reduce crime, especially violent crime. 

Recently, the Council on Criminal Justice identified ten essential steps that a community’s action plan 

to reduce violence should include. We feel that this plan addresses all ten steps. 

 The plan commits to specific, concrete outcomes. 

 The plan has a focus on key people and places driving the violence. 

 It engages key players as stakeholders in the plan’s implementation. 

 It offers those responsible for violence opportunities to change their behavior. 

 The plan emphasizes place-based policing and investments. 

 It places responsibility for violence reduction at the top. 

 With focus on victims of domestic violence, it recognizes the need for trauma-informed 

approaches. 

 The plan recognizes the importance of workforce development for ex-offenders. 

 It supports funding for new stakeholders and approaches. 

 It recognizes the importance of assessing performance based on data and information sharing. 

 

With these essential steps in mind, coupled with the parameters set by the Crime Commission Board 

of Directors, we believe that, taken together, the Action Steps spelled out in this plan can, if 

implemented promptly and properly, have a significant impact on our community’s crime rate. 

      

Bill Gibbons, President                                                                         Ben Adams, Board Chairman 
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About the Crime Commission 

The Memphis Shelby Crime Commission is a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation governed by a diverse 

50-member board of directors made up of key stakeholders from both the public and private sectors. 

Its mission is to improve public safety in the Memphis and Shelby County community by identifying 

and promoting evidence-based and evidence-informed best practices. It is the leading community-

based entity focused on public safety. It has created unprecedented partnerships with businesses, 

schools, neighborhood organizations, faith-based entities, public safety agencies, and local violence 

prevention organizations. 

The Crime Commission was created in 1996 at a time when the Memphis community was experiencing 

a disturbing increase in violent crime in particular. Looking at approaches taken in a number of other 

cities, key public and private stakeholders came together to create the Crime Commission as an 

independent entity to identify and promote best practices to improve public safety. These key 

stakeholders included Memphis Mayor Willie W. Herenton, Shelby County Mayor Jim Rout, 

Guardsmark president Ira Lipman, Plough Foundation chair Diane Rudner, and new District Attorney 

Bill Gibbons. 

Numerous best practices were identified during the initial years of the Crime Commission.  Based on 

population, density, and crime rates, one best practice report in 1998 concluded that the Memphis 

Police Department (MPD) needed approximately 2,500 police officers. Mayor Herenton adopted that 

as a goal – a goal that was almost achieved in 2011. Other best practices adopted during the initial 

years of the Crime Commission included creation of a drug treatment court and a domestic violence 

court, creation of the D.A.’s Drug Dealer Eviction Program, and adoption of a no-plea bargaining policy 

by the D.A.’s Office on serious violent crimes. 

 

The Safe Community Plan Approach 

In 2006, the community witnessed another disturbing increase in violent crime. Once again, key 

community stakeholders came together and agreed on the need for a community-wide plan 

composed of evidence-based and evidence-informed best practices. Key stakeholders included U.S. 

Attorney David Kustoff, Shelby County Mayor AC Wharton, Sheriff Mark Luttrell, District Attorney Bill 

Gibbons, business members of Memphis Tomorrow, and faculty members at the University of 

Memphis. The Crime Commission was quickly identified as the neutral entity that could bring every 

level of government and the private sector together behind a common community plan to prevent 

and reduce crime. Rather than identified best practices being in silos as in the past, best practices 

would be placed under the umbrella of a common community plan. 
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After a crime summit in late 2006 involving some 400 community leaders, the first five-year Safe 

Community Plan (2007-2011) was developed and adopted by the Crime Commission Board of 

Directors. Best practices in that plan included: 

• The continued need for approximately 2,500 Memphis police officers but also a commitment 

to data-driven deployment of MPD resources to ensure those resources were in the right 

places at the right times to have the maximum positive impact; 

• Effective use of the state’s nuisance law to tackle specific locations where criminal activities 

were occurring, including drug houses in neighborhoods, apartment communities with high 

levels of crime, and clubs with high levels of prostitution and/or drug trafficking; and 

• Vigorous prosecution under tough federal laws of gun crimes, in particular, convicted felons in 

possession of guns. 

 

During the five-year period of the first plan, reported major violent crime (murder, rape, robbery, and 

aggravated assault) dropped almost 25 percent. 

 

The Crime Commission took the lead in developing a second five-year Safe Community Plan (2012-

2016). The plan contained a number of beneficial best practice action steps, including: 

• Continued data-driven deployment of police officers and vigorous prosecution of gun crimes 

under federal law; 

• Creation of a Multi-Agency Gang Unit in order to bring together a more coordinated approach 

to both preventing and investigating gang-related crime; and 

• Creation of the Family Safety Center to serve as an umbrella organization for connecting 

domestic violence victims to services. 

However, a critical setback was the net loss of some 20 percent of Memphis’ police force – dropping 

from almost 2500 officers to less than 2000 officers by 2016. There were fewer officers to deploy in a 

data-driven manner to impact the crime rate. Also, the federal government no longer made 

prosecution of gun crime the priority it had been previously. 

In addition, while the second plan included a number of key best practice action steps, including 

those set forth above, the plan was too broad and unwieldy with 64 specific action steps – far too 

many to effectively advocate, monitor, and measure their impact if implemented. Simply put, the plan 

lacked focus. 

In 2016, the Crime Commission once again took the lead in developing a new five-year Safe 

Community Plan (2017-2021) but with focus on a more limited number of action steps targeting 

primarily violent crime. 

Launched in 2017, the third Safe Community Plan consisted of five key goals and sixteen objectives or 

action steps. District Attorney Amy Weirich chaired the overall implementation effort. 
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Best practice action steps under this most recent plan included: 

• A community prosecution model under which assistant D.A.s are assigned to work from 

specific police precincts in order to improve communications with law enforcement and be 

more responsive to the needs and concerns of citizens; 

• A renewed commitment to increased law enforcement resources and data-driven deployment 

of those resources; 

• Enhanced law enforcement training; 

• A violence intervention initiative that includes a focused deterrence model to curb violent 

crime by focusing on serious repeat offenders; 

• Expansion of the Multi-Agency Gang Unit; 

• Strong federal prosecution of gun crime, enactment of stronger state gun crime laws, and a 

communications campaign to covey the consequences of engaging in gun crime; 

• Expansion of the SafeWays crime prevention program in apartment communities; 

• Strengthening intervention programs for ex-offenders; and 

• Evaluating the existence and availability of services to domestic violence victims. 

Progress was made on implementing a number of action steps/objectives under the 2017-2021 plan. 

MPD has made a renewed commitment to data-driven policing. While progress has been slow in 

expanding the number of MPD officers, the significant net loss of officers has ceased, helped to a large 

degree by $6.1 million in private sector funding through the Crime Commission to, in part, provide 

retention bonuses to MPD officers. The Multi-Agency Gang Unit has grown from 34 officers in 2016 to 

57 officers. Community prosecutors are assigned to three MPD precincts. A comprehensive 

assessment of domestic violence services has been conducted. A focused deterrence model has been 

launched under the leadership of District Attorney Amy Weirich and the Tennessee Department of 

Correction, with some 200 serious repeat offenders now involved. Tougher state sentencing laws have 

been enacted for the commission of certain types of gun crimes. The FED UP campaign was created to 

covey the consequences of gun crime. 

There were some setbacks during the third Safe Community Plan as well. While curbing the net loss of 

officers, neither MPD nor the Shelby County Sheriff’s Office has been able to significantly increase it’s 

compliment. A key action step under the plan was establishment of a youth assessment center for 

non-violent juvenile offenders. It has proven difficult to get on track. While it enacted tougher 

sentencing laws for certain types of gun crimes, the Tennessee General Assembly took a step 

backwards by enacting legislation allowing the open or concealed carrying of a handgun without a 

permit (which means with no required training or background check).  Overall, the COVID-19 

pandemic set back by about a year implementation of a number of action steps under the plan. 

Reported major violent crime declined in both 2018 and 2019. However, with the advent of the COVID-

19 pandemic and social unrest, violent crime – especially gun crime – increased significantly in 2020 

and continued to increase in the first half of 2021, although thankfully it began to decline in the 
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second half of the year. The increase was not limited to Memphis but rather impacted major cities 

across the country. The increase appears to have been driven primarily by violent crimes in which the 

perpetrators and victims knew each other, mainly murders and aggravated assaults. In the Memphis 

community, reported robberies - in which the perpetrators and victims do not normally know one 

another – continued to decline. 

Major property crime (burglary, motor vehicle theft, and other felony theft) and the overall crime rate 

(54 different categories) continued to drop during the 2017-2021 time period of the third Safe 

Community Plan. 

Since 2006, a key part of fulfilling the Crime Commission’s mission has been to spearhead 

development of the five-year Safe Community Plans to significantly improve public safety in the 

Memphis area, galvanize diverse leaders and stakeholders in the implementation and support of the 

plans, monitor progress toward implementation, and measure the impact. The Safe Community Plans 

are not designed to be government plans. Neither are they simply Crime Commission plans. They are 

community-based and community-driven plans, each developed with input from hundreds of 

involved citizens. The new Safe Community Plan (2022-2026) continues that community-based 

approach. 

 

Research Partnership with The University of Memphis 

Under the most recent Safe Community Plan (2017-2021), the Crime Commission entered a research 

partnership with the University of Memphis Public Safety Institute (PSI) in order to monitor progress 

and assess the impact of various parts of the plan as they were implemented. The PSI is housed in the 

University’s School of Urban Affairs and Public Policy and draws on researchers from multiple 

disciplines and departments within the University, including the Department of Criminology and 

Criminal Justice. One of the hallmarks of this collaborative effort is to bring academic rigor to 

assessment of the crime prevention and reduction action steps of the Safe Community Plan. 

The PSI has played a key role in 

independently evaluating and assessing 

the level of success of Safe Community 

Plan steps as implemented. The PSI has 

issued assessments on data-driven 

policing by MPD (a total of two 

assessments) gang safety zone 

injunctions, the plan’s Neighborhood 

Safety Initiative (two separate 

assessments), the SafeWays program; the FED UP communications campaign, the effectiveness of 

domestic violence services, the Tennessee Department of Correction’s administrative sanctions 
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system as implemented in Shelby County, and community prosecution. The assessments can be 

found at https://memphis.edu/psi. 

 

Development of the Current Safe Community Action Plan 

As with past plans, the current Safe Community Action Plan is not intended to simply be a Crime 

Commission plan or to replace various strategic plans developed by public entities. Rather, it is a 

community action plan developed with input from key stakeholders but also the public at large.  

To help ensure proper focus, the 50-member Crime Commission Board of Directors adopted the 

following five broad parameters as guiding principles for each action step under the plan: 

• It is requested and/or supported by the relevant key stakeholder(s); 

• It is designed to have a direct or indirect impact on the violent crime rate in particular; 

• It is evidence-based or evidence-informed; 

• It is designed to have a direct or indirect impact on the criminal justice system; and 

• The key stakeholder(s) of each action step is/are agreeable to an independent evaluation or 

assessment of both processes and outcomes. 

The Crime Commission consulted numerous key stakeholders in development of the plan and sought 

to gain insight into both concerns and approaches from the community at large through (1) a 

professional public opinion survey and (2) numerous meetings throughout the community. 

The public opinion survey was conducted in September of 2021 by Public Opinion Strategies, with the 

Carter Malone Group serving as a consultant. The survey was of 425 registered voters in Shelby 

County, with 65 percent being from the city of Memphis. Countywide, the demographic breakdown of 

survey participants was 46 percent African American and 48 percent white; 60 percent female and 40 

percent male; 43 percent 18-44 in age, 33 percent 45-64, and 24 percent 65 or older. Among Memphis 

survey participants, the demographic breakdown was 58 percent African America and 37 percent 

white, with the gender and age breakdown very similar to the countywide breakdown. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic still topped voters’ priorities (30 percent of the total), crime and public 

safety topped the list of second tier issues (22 percent of the total). When asked the most important 

crime concern on which to focus, gun violence was by far the number one concern (48 percent of the 

total). Human trafficking (11 percent of the total) and juvenile crime (10 percent of the total) were also 

significant concerns. 

When asked to rate the job local police were doing in their neighborhood, the overall response by 

survey participants was very positive, with 63 percent feeling they were doing an excellent/good job 

and 36 percent indicating a fair/poor job. Breakdowns by age, geography, and race show some 

differences. Those 65 and older gave local police the highest rating, with 80 percent indicating 

https://memphis.edu/psi


 

6 | P a g e  
 

excellent/good. Those 18-44 years old gave police the lowest rating, with 50 percent rating them 

excellent/good. Memphians gave local police a mixed rating, with 51 percent rating them 

excellent/good and 47 percent indicating fair/poor. Respondents outside of Memphis gave local police 

an overwhelming 83 percent excellent/good rating. Finally, there were differences based on race, with 

African American respondents giving a mixed rating of 51 percent excellent/good and 47 percent 

fair/poor, while 74 percent of white respondents gave an excellent/good rating and 25 percent a 

fair/poor rating. 

 

The biggest area for local police improvement appears to be in protecting people from violent crime. 

Overall, 50 percent of respondents indicated the police were doing a fair/poor job of protecting 

people from violent crime, with 47 percent saying they were doing an excellent/good job. Significant  

differences appear between (1) Memphians and non-Memphians and (2) race of the respondent. Only 

34 percent of Memphis respondents said local law enforcement was doing an excellent/good job of 

protecting people from violent crime compared to 73 percent of non-Memphians. And only 37 percent 

of African American respondents felt the police were doing an excellent/good job of protecting people 

from violent crime, while 58 percent of white respondents felt they were. 

 

16%
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Part of the answer to the concern about protection from violent crime appears to be support for hiring 

more police officers. Support for hiring more police officers was both wide (81 percent total support) 

and deep (59 percent “strongly support’). Every demographic subgroup supported hiring more police 

officers, including wide majorities of men (81 percent), women (82 percent), white voters (84 percent), 

African-American voters (80 percent), Memphians (79 percent), and non-Memphians (85 percent). 

 

 

In addition, nearly three quarters (73 percent) of voters countywide supported loosening the 

residency requirements for police officers and firefighters. Again, support cut across every major 

subgroup, including Memphis voters (69 percent), men (71 percent), women (74 percent), African-

Americans (64 percent), and whites (81 percent). 

 

Don't Know/Refused

Strongly Oppose

Somewhat Oppose

Somewhat Support

Strongly Support 59%

6%

9%

4%

22%

Don't Know/Refused

Strongly Oppose

Somewhat Oppose

Somewhat Support

Strongly Support 52%

52

%

21%

9%

52

%

52

%

15%

4%

22% 
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Overall, survey respondents held nuanced views on the public safety climate and the criminal justice 

system. 

An overwhelming 77 percent indicated they felt safe in their own neighborhood. There were some 

slight differences based on race, with 87 percent of white respondents indicating they felt safe and 

only 67 percent of African-Americans indicating so. 

Nearly three quarters (74 percent) of respondents rated community involvement in programs like 

neighborhood watch as an “effective” tool in fighting crime, with no distinction in responses based on 

race. However, voters surveyed outside of Memphis felt more strongly that such programs were 

effective (83 percent) compared to Memphians (69 percent). 

A majority of respondents (54 percent) felt that victims of crime got little support or not much support 

at all from the criminal justice system, indicating significant room for improvement. Pessimism about 

support for victims cut across all demographic subgroups. 

The community – across all major subgroups – held mixed opinions on the criminal justice system’s 

treatment of juvenile and adult offenders. A slim plurality believed the system was “about right” in 

treatment of both juveniles and adults. However, more respondents saw the system as too “lenient” 

rather than too “harsh” for juveniles (34 percent v. 20 percent) and for adults (32 percent v. 20 

percent). While being nearly aligned on the treatment of juveniles, white voters and African-American 

voters differed some on the treatment of adults, with fewer African-American respondents feeling they 

were being treated too leniently and more feeling they were being treated “about right.” 

There was a strong across-the-board support (93 percent) for providing more resources to offenders 

when they return to the community. And there was also across-the-board support (93 percent) for 

focusing more resources on holding serious violent offenders accountable. 

A more detailed summary of the public opinion survey is available at https://memphiscrime.org.

In addition to the public opinion survey, the Crime Commission reached out to approximately 800 

members of the community through a total of eleven meetings. Some of the meetings focused on 

specific issues (such as two community meetings on gun violence attended by a total of 

approximately 375 participants and a domestic violence forum attended by approximately 125 

participants) while others focused on a wide range of issues. 

Seven of the eleven meetings were in-person, with the others being virtual. At the in-person meetings, 

participants were given the opportunity to complete a survey, with the questions being similar to the 

questions in the public opinion survey. 

Responses by participants at the in-person meetings are admittedly slanted since their participation 

was largely based on their concern about public safety, with the two best attended in-person 

meetings dealing specifically with gun violence. However, there were some common themes about 

law enforcement, community involvement in preventing crime, and the criminal justice system. 

https://memphiscrime.org/
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Unlike the professional public opinion survey, in which the COVID-19 pandemic was the major 

concern, the major concern of the 270 participants completing surveys at the in-person meetings was 

crime and public safety, with 51 percent of respondents citing it as their number one concern 

following by jobs and the economy at 19 percent. When asked their top public safety and crime 

concern, 68 percent cited gun violence, followed by 7 percent citing juvenile crime and 6 percent 

noting domestic violence. 

When asked to rate the job local police were doing in their neighborhood, 52 percent felt they were 

doing an excellent/good job, and 39 percent felt they were doing a fair/poor job. As with the 

professional survey, in-person meeting participants completing the survey felt the biggest area of 

improvement for local law enforcement was protecting people from violent crime, which is consistent 

with the high level of concern about gun violence. A majority – 52 percent – felt the police were doing 

a fair/poor job, and 39 percent felt they were doing an excellent/good job protecting people from 

violent crime. 

Even more than in the professional public opinion survey, participants in the in-person community 

meetings overwhelmingly supported hiring more police officers, with 92 percent supporting and 76 

percent saying they “strongly support” hiring more officers. Among the in-person meeting 

respondents, 83 percent supported loosening the residency requirement for police officers and 

firefighters, with 63 percent saying they “strongly support” loosening the residency requirement.  

Consistent with those findings, 84 percent of the in-person meeting respondents indicated a desire for 

more police presence in their own neighborhood. Also consistent was the overwhelming support for 

community involvement through such efforts as neighborhood watch, with 73 percent indicating they 

were effective at preventing crime. 

A majority (52 percent) of in-person meeting respondents felt that victims of crime got little support or 

not much support at all from the criminal justice system, while 37 percent felt they received some 

support or a lot of support.  

A much higher percentage of the in-person meeting participants felt the criminal justice system was 

“too lenient” in its treatment of both juvenile and adult offenders. For juvenile offenders, 41 percent 

felt they were treated “too leniently” while only 16 percent felt they were treated “too harshly.” For 

adult offenders, 51 percent of respondents felt they were treated “too leniently” while 14 percent felt 

they were treated “too harshly.” An overwhelming 81 percent felt more resources and efforts should 

be focused on holding serious offenders accountable. 

At the same time, there was overwhelming support for helping offenders who have been incarcerated 

move in the right direction once they return to the community, with 81 percent supporting more 

resources to assist them, such as jobs, job training, and treatment for drug addictions and behavioral 

health issues they may have. 

Looking at the results of the public opinion survey and responses from participants in the in-person 

community meetings, there were common areas of agreement – support for more police officers, 
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belief in community involvement in preventing crime, support for re-entry programs for ex-offenders, 

and overriding concern about the level of gun violence in the community.  

The concern about gun violence is well-placed, with the crime data showing a growing challenge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the two community meetings focused on gun violence, comments by both key stakeholders and 

community participants reflected genuine concern about a gun violence epidemic. 

 

NUMBER OF REPORTED 

VIOLENT INCIDENTS INVOLVING GUNS IN MEMPHIS AND 

  PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL REPORTED VIOLENT INCIDENTS
1
 

1  “Violent incidents” are (1) murder, (2) manslaughter, (3) justifiable homicide, (4) forcible rape, (5) aggravated assault, (6) 

aggravated domestic violence assault, (7) aggravated child abuse, (8) robbery of individual, (9) robbery of businesses, and 

(10) carjacking. (There can be more than one offense in an incident. For example, three victims in an incident would count 

as three offenses.) Sources: Memphis Police Department and Dr. Angela Madden, UofM Public Safety Institute. 
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Some comments by key stakeholders included the following: 

− “No one thing is going to fix the gun crime problem.” (Sheriff Floyd Bonner) 

− “Sometimes we need to get out of our comfort zone and do things that are uncomfortable. 

We need to take over our neighborhoods.” (Vinessa Brown of Lifeline to Success) 

− “Think about gun violence as a health crisis.” (Dr. Andy Kerwin, Chief of Trauma Surgery at 

Regional One) 

− “We are in it to win it!” (MPD Chief C.J. Davis) 

− “We’ve got to do a better job of identifying mental health resources.” (Sheriff Floyd 

Bonner) 

− “Change does not occur without struggle and sacrifice.” (Dr. Bruce Randolph, Chief Health 

Officer at the Shelby County Health Department) 

− “For every gun crime there is a victim we must remember.” (District Attorney Amy Weirich) 

− “Do not expect others to do things you can do. Tell somebody what’s going on.” (Vinessa 

Brown of Lifeline to Success) 

− “Adverse community environments can create a climate of crime.” (Dr. Michelle Taylor, 

Shelby County Health Department Director) 

− “Most gun crimes are committed by young men without purpose.” (Acting U.S. Attorney 

Joe Murphy) 

− “We need to find out what makes people commit violent crimes.” (Sheriff Floyd Bonner) 

− “We need a state law temporarily prohibiting family members in crisis from possessing 

guns.” (Mary Powers of Moms Demand Action) 

Some of the comments from community participants included the following: 

− “We need to invest in the community and give young people something to do.” 

− “We need to focus on the adults who influence the children.” 

− “Until we get serious, we’re going to keep having people sleeping in their tubs and afraid 

to sit on their porches.” 

− “We need a St. Jude approach to mental health in this community.” 

− “Open, permit-less carry is putting more guns in the wrong hands.” 

− “Leaders need to get out into the neighborhoods and show people they care. Why aren’t 

more of them here tonight?” 
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Overall Safe Community Action Plan Outcomes 

The current plan (2022-2026) has four overall primary outcomes: 

Safe Community Plan Action Steps 

The specific Action Steps in the Safe Community Action Plan reflect the overwhelming challenge of, 

and concern about, gun violence but also address a number of other challenges, concerns, and areas 

of focus, many of which also touch on the issue of violent gun crime. 

 

 

The plan has two overall primary outcomes related to gun violence: 

 

Action Step 1 

Maintain and scale up the current focused deterrence initiative which uses a “carrot and stick” 

approach and apply it to serious juvenile offenders as well as adults. 

❖ OUTCOME At least 50 percent of participants remain “on track” over a two-year period  

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS D.A.’s Office; TN Department of Correction; Juvenile Court; 

Memphis Allies 

Focused deterrence, also known as the pulling levers approach (Kennedy, 1997), was a revolutionary 

crime prevention and intervention approach when first proposed. (Kennedy, 2009; Schoofs 2006). 

Focused deterrence works by focusing law enforcement and social service resources on known high-

 

• A  30 percent reduction in reported 

major violent crime.  

    

• A 30 percent reduction in reported 

violent incidents involving guns 

 

• A 20 percent reduction in reported major 

property crime. 

 

• A 20 percent reduction in reported 

overall crime 

 

GUN VIOLENCE 

• A 50 percent reduction in 

murders          

• A 50 percent reduction in aggravated 

assaults 
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risk offenders. Assuming that some offenders weigh subjective expectations of the costs and benefits 

of future criminal behavior (Paternoster, 2010), the process involves: 1) identifying recurrent serious 

offenders, 2) having call-ins with the offenders at which stakeholders communicate with them that 

violent behavior will no longer be tolerated, and that there will be swift, certain and severe 

consequences for reoffending (stick approach), and 3) if individuals should choose to stay away from 

violence, providing them with resources (carrot approach). Beginning with Boston’s Operation 

Ceasefire (formerly Boston Gun Project), the effort involved problem-oriented policing along with law 

enforcement and community stakeholder collaboration to reduce gang violence. Overall, Operation 

Ceasefire resulted in a 60 percent reduction in youth homicides and led to several, similar programs 

being launched both within the U.S. as well as globally (Braga et al., 2001; Kennedy, 1997).  

A systematic review of past research found that focused deterrence is a “very promising” crime 

prevention approach, with ten evaluations of initiatives showing a statistically significant effect of 

focused deterrence on crime outcomes, with initiatives aimed at deterring gang or group behavior 

having a larger effect than on drug-related crimes (Braga and Weisburd, 2012b, 2012a). Other studies 

have looked more specifically at focused deterrence impacts on homicide and gun violence (Braga 

and Weisburd, 2012a) and more recently have considered recidivism rates among probationers 

(Hawken and Kleiman, 2009). An evaluation of the Kansas City No Violence Alliance found that 

implementation of focused deterrence resulted in an immediate reduction in homicides and gun 

violence, though these improvements began to diminish after 12-months post-intervention (Fox and 

Novak, 2018). Evaluations in Minneapolis, Indianapolis, Stockton, Cincinnati and many other locations 

found measurable reductions in group-involved and gun-related violence under focused deterrence 

(Braga and Weisburd, 2012a; Tillyer and Kennedy, 2008). Project HOPE focused more on recidivism 

rates among Hawaiian probationers and found that recidivism rates were lower among probationers 

subject to swift, certain, and graduated sanctions under focused deterrence (Hawken and Kleiman, 

2009). Finally, other studies (Wallace et al., 2016) have considered the impact of offender notification 

forums, finding that those who attended the notification meetings were less likely to be arrested and 

incarcerated.  

Under the leadership of District Attorney Amy Weirich, a focused deterrence initiative began on a pilot 

basis in 2018. It seeks to identify serious offenders likely to re-offend without intervention. After a 

pause in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the initiative was scaled up in 2021 and now includes 

some 200 serious offenders either on probation or parole and identified by the Tennessee Department 

of Correction (TDOC) as “high risk.” At in-person call-ins, participants receive a clear message that 

there is help available to move them in the right direction to become productive members of the 

community but an equally clear message that the full force of the law will be used against them if they 

do not change their behavior. The effort is showing promising results so far. The challenge is to 

maintain it and scale it up further, including application to serious juvenile offenders. The Public 

Safety Institute is working with the District Attorney’s Office and TDOC to develop data collection for 

an effective evaluation. 



 

14 | P a g e  
 

The focused deterrence initiative will collaborate with Memphis Allies and other local organizations 

such as Lifeline to Success, HopeWorks, and the Memphis Housing Authority to ensure that a variety of 

effective, supportive services are available to participants. Memphis Allies is a collaborative effort 

coordinated by Youth Villages to reduce gun violence in Memphis. Participants at the highest risk can 

be referred to Memphis Allies for assessment and connection to intensive services to assist in keeping 

individuals in the focused deterrence initiative “on track.” Lifeline to Success and HopeWorks are both 

respected providers and have been offering services to focused deterrence participants since the 

beginning of the initiative. 

 

Action Step 2 

 Scale up the current Group Violence Intervention effort by expanding the number of credible violence 

interveners who seek to prevent acts of retaliatory violence. 

❖ OUTCOME: The number of interveners retained and assigned to the 901 BLOC Squad, 

Regional One, LeBonheur, and the Shelby County Schools 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: City of Memphis Mayor’s Office; 901 BLOC Squad; Shelby County  

       Schools 

Group violence intervention models, with some of the more recent versions commonly called “Cure 

Violence,” attempt to form individual and community-level change in areas where it is common for 

individuals to carry guns and to settle conflicts with gun-related violence (Butts et al., 2015; Delgado 

et al., 2017). Many of these types of efforts utilize strategies like public-health interventions to reduce 

other harmful behaviors. They involve detecting and interrupting potentially violent conflicts through 

the utilization of violence interveners. Violence interveners are selected due to their past experiences 

with crime and violence and are hired due to their ability to establish relationships with individuals 

who are the most at-risk for engaging in violent behaviors. Through their past experiences they 

usually know the daily routines of individuals involved in crime and are seen as more credible due to 

those past experiences.  

As noted in Action Step 1, another approach to violence intervention is identifying and treating 

individuals who are on parole or probation and are at high risk of engaging with violent conflict and 

includes mobilizing the community to change the norms surrounding the use of guns and gun-related 

violence. Action Step 2 focuses on use of interveners or violence interrupters to convince individuals 

who are not necessarily on parole or probation, and the community more broadly, that there are 

other, less harmful alternatives to resolve conflict (Butts et al., 2015).  

Recent adoptions of such efforts have found promising, albeit varying, results in multiple cities, 

including Chicago, Baltimore, Brooklyn, Phoenix, Pittsburg, and Boston. Some of these mixed results 

are due more to obstacles in program implementation, including absence of community buy-in and 

problems associated with staff hiring and training (Abt, 2019). For instance, a process and impact 

evaluation of the Chicago’s Operation Ceasefire found that the program led to a reduction in violence 
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in four neighborhoods (Butts et al., 2015; Skogan et al., 2009).  The Chicago study showed how the 

utilization of violence interrupters was important in mitigating violence. Baltimore’s Safe Streets 

Program found that interventions influenced homicides and non-fatal shootings (Webster et al., 2013). 

Save our Streets program in Brooklyn also found gun violence decreased, though this finding was not 

significant (Picard-Fritsche and Cerniglia, 2013). However, compared to other neighborhoods, gun 

crime did decline, and thus is seen as evidence that the program worked.  Other locations such as 

Pittsburg did not find a significant association between the effort and a reduction in homicides. 

However, police had almost no knowledge of the effort being implemented, although it did have 

support from local clergy (Wilson and Chermak, 2011; Wilson, Chermak, and McGarrell, 2012). 

Nevertheless, there is a strong interest in violence prevention efforts that do not rely solely on the 

utilization of law enforcement, making the use of interveners a worthwhile and promising approach. 

In response to the alarming surge in gun violence, and more specifically gun-related murders, 

Memphis Major Jim Strickland has established the Group Violence Intervention Program to target 

those most at risk of shooting and/or being shot. A key player in the mayor’s initiative is the 901 BLOC 

Squad (which stands for Building Better Lives, Opportunities, and Communities). The 901 BLOC Squad 

is an intervention effort designed to reduce gun violence by preventing retaliation through “shuttle 

diplomacy” and changing behavior. Founded in 2000, it is in the process of scaling up its street level 

intervention and outreach as a key part of Mayor Strickland’s initiative. Another key part of the 

mayor’s intervention initiative involves working with hospitals, primarily Regional One and 

LeBonheur, to provide in-hospital intervention to survivors of gun violence in order to reduce 

retaliations. The city is also working with the Shelby County Schools to insure that school-based 

intervention is part of the effort. Many of our murders, as well as aggravated assaults, are retaliatory in 

nature. A scaling up of this effort, coupled with effective implementation at the street, hospital, and 

school levels, can have a significant impact on the level of gun violence in the community, especially 

gun-related murders. 

 

Action Step 3 

Continue vigorous federal prosecution of gun crime as a priority through Project Safe Neighborhoods.  

❖ OUTCOME The number of gun cases prosecuted and the conviction rate

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDER U.S. Attorney’s Office 

After witnessing a fairly consistent decrease in the violent crime rate in the United States over a forty-

year period, gun crimes have risen nationwide in recent years. With violent gun crime increases 

occurring in cities across America in 2020 and 2021, one city with significant decreases has been 

Boston. Officials attribute the decreases in large part to a focus on increased firearm arrests, including 

illegal possession charges (Boston Harold, 2021). 

There have been many different efforts in all different forms that have aimed at being evidence-based 

violent and firearm crime reduction approaches. In 2001 the U.S. Department of Justice created 
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Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN) as an initiative focusing on reducing gun crime through means of 

proactive policing, enhanced sentences for gun crime offenders, and collaborative efforts of 

community leaders to identify and prosecute these offenders (Dalton, 2002; McGarrell et al., 2009). 

Previous studies have shown only a small group of people are usually responsible for the majority of 

crimes being committed (Braga et al., 2001; Uchida and Swatt, 2013). PSN operates in this manner in 

order to have a larger effect on decreasing crime.   

Over the past few years, PSN programs have been shown to have a substantial effect on decreasing 

gun crimes (Decker et al., 2007; McGarrell et al., 2007; Barnes et al., 2010). PSN programs usually rely 

on certain criteria for identifying individuals such as gang members or repeat violent offenders to 

target for federal prosecution (Papachristos and Kirk, 2015). After these individuals are identified, PSN 

attempts to deter future criminal behavior by increasing the assurance that these offenders will not 

only be caught but will face even higher sanctions under  tough federal sentencing laws (Bynum and 

Decker, 2006). The PSN effort was modeled to a large degree on Project Exile in Richmond, Virginia, 

which saw a 40 percent decrease in homicides (Rosenfield et al., 2005). Under a PSN initiative in 

Chicago, crime rates dropped 35 percent in neighborhoods where the effort was targeted 

(Papachristos et al., 2007). 

In 2002, the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Western District of Tennessee launched a local version of 

PSN, with emphasis on crimes committed with guns and convicted felons in possession of guns. The 

Memphis community witnessed significant reductions in gun crime, especially during the 2007- 2011 

time period. In recent years, the office has renewed its commitment to vigorous federal prosecution of 

gun crimes as part of PSN. The office selects strong cases to prosecute, and the conviction rate has 

remained high. Continued prosecution under strong federal gun laws with non-probable sentences 

can serve as both (1) a deterrent and change the behavior of at least some and (2) incapacitate those 

who persist in committing gun crimes. 

 

Action Step 4 

Communicate to the street level a clear message about the consequences of engaging in gun crime.  

❖ OUTCOME: The level of awareness of the communications campaign among the targeted 

audience

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDER: Trust Marketing

The use of mass media campaigns can be traced back to the early 1990s with the growth of 

newspapers and radio. However, over the past few decades the use of mass media campaigns has 

increased in order to address various behaviors. (Wakefield, Loken and Hornik, 2010). The increase of 

these campaigns can be associated with their ability to broadcast different, focused messages to large 

audiences continually, with the hope of creating some form of change within the audience. Mass 

media campaigns have been used to target large populations for many purposes such as health 

issues, politics, and crime concerns.  
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To help distribute the message, many organizations use media consumption behaviors of the targeted 

audience to find the best method of dispensing the message (Abrams and Maibach, 2008). These 

methods include a variety of different platforms such as television, radio, billboards, and social media 

(Facebook and Twitter). 

Through mass media campaigns, the goal is to create a form of behavior change within the targeted 

population. While analysis of crime prevention and deterrence is limited, studies have shown that 

such campaigns directed at reducing alcohol-impaired driving and alcohol-related crashes appear to 

have an impact if they are carefully planned, well-executed, adequately exposed to the target 

audience, and implemented with other activities such as high-visibility enforcement.  They suggest 

also that such campaigns are cost effective, with estimated societal benefits exceeding the costs of 

developing and conveying the campaign message, Several of the studies suggest that a mass media 

campaign can play an “agenda setting” role by influencing public perceptions about the importance 

of a particular issue. (Elder, Shults, Nichols, Thompson, and Rajab, 2004). 

A key part of the previous 2017-2021 Safe Community Plan was a media campaign to communicate 

the consequences of engaging in gun crimes. Memphis had faced a record year for homicides in 2016 

(a record since broken in 2020 and again in 2021). In 2017, Memphis Mayor Jim Strickland helped 

recruit Trust Marketing to assist in developing such a campaign since it had previous success in anti-

crime campaigns in the Memphis community. The FED UP campaign launched in mid-2017. Trust 

Marketing brought in Jerald Trotter as the man behind the “don’t lose your head, use your head” 

message. Trotter was convicted of second degree murder as a result of gun violence and served time 

in a Tennessee prison. The message of the FED UP campaign was to deter gun violence by conveying 

(1) law enforcement’s commitment to pursuing those who commit gun crimes and (2) prosecutors’ 

commitment to seek the maximum available sentences. The messaging was tailored to reach and 

impact primarily 16- to 34-year-old males. Many media partners were generous stakeholders, 

providing hundreds of thousands of bonus coverage and added value to the campaign according to 

Trust Marketing. 

In late 2017, the Public Safety Institute (PSI) at the University of Memphis began collecting data for an 

assessment to gauge (1) awareness of the FED UP message as the campaign progressed and (2) 

whether the campaign had an impact on the level of violent crime (most of which is committed with 

guns). 

During this time period, law enforcement officials – led by the U.S. Attorney’s Office – conducted a 

Cease Fire meeting each month with new individuals placed on state correctional supervision (parole 

or probation). In September of 2017, the PSI began collecting surveys from Cease Fire participants to 

measure their awareness of the FED UP campaign. (Other groups were surveyed also, including a 

juvenile Cease Fire group, a group of Shelby County Division of Corrections inmates, and a group of 

Shelby County Schools ACT students.) For those respondents aware of the FED UP message, they were 

asked where they had seen an ad and were allowed to select more than one option.  
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Trust Marketing provided data pertaining to the dosage amount of the FED UP campaign, including 

billboard locations, air times on the radio, television air times, and number of clicks on various 

websites. This data were then compared to violent firearm offenses, which were provided by the 

Memphis Police Department. 

The assessment reached the following conclusions: 

• Over 60 percent of survey respondents indicated they had seen or heard the FED UP message, 

with TV, billboards, and radio being the top sources. 

• Recognition of the FED UP campaign increased during the heaviest media dosage months and 

began trailing off as the campaign declined. The level of awareness appeared to be related to 

the level of advertising. 

• Reported violent firearm incidents declined in both 2018 and 2019 compared to the previous 

year. This may be attributable to a combination of factors working together to change 

behavior, including strong data-driven law enforcement efforts, strong prosecution of gun 

cases, and conveying the consequences of engaging in gun crime through the FED UP 

campaign. 

• To clearly determine its effectiveness, the FED UP campaign needed to run longer than the 

roughly two-year time frame. 

This plan calls for a renewed and sustained effort to communicate to the street level the 

consequences of engaging in gun violence as part of a multi-faceted approach to reducing gun crimes 

(as reflected by various other Action Steps in the plan). With support from the City of Memphis, this 

renewed effort has already begun, with digital media, particularly geo-fencing, becoming the most 

direct means of reach. The challenge is to sustain the effort through adequate funding. 

 

Action Step 5 

Develop and implement an effort to reduce thefts of guns from vehicles.  

❖ OUTCOME 75 percent reduction in gun thefts from vehicles 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: U.S. Attorney’s Office; Memphis Police Department 

According to the Memphis Police Department (MPD), there were 2,023 guns reported stolen from 

vehicles in Memphis in 2021 compared to 1,324 in 2020 – a disturbing 52.8 percent increase in just one 

year. Even more disturbing is that there were only 358 reported guns stolen from vehicles in Memphis 

in 2013, the year before the Tennessee General Assembly enacted legislation legally allowing 

handguns in vehicles without a carry permit. That’s a 465 percent increase in just eight years! 

Gun theft remains a growing problem throughout the country, with nearly half a billion dollars’ worth 

of guns (roughly 1.2 million guns) being stolen from individuals nationwide between 2012 and 2015 

according to the Center for American Progress, which analyzed gun theft trends utilizing the FBI’s 

Uniform Crime Report (Parsons and Vargas, 2017). From 2010 to 2015, the estimated value of almost 
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62,000 firearms reported stolen from individual gun owners in Tennessee was approximately $28 

million (Parsons and Vargas, 2017). 

With the ongoing changes to gun laws, many states have been dealing with an increase in gun thefts 

from vehicles. With thefts of guns from vehicles on the rise, the South accounts for two thirds of all 

gun thefts in the United States (Hemenway etal., 2017). 

The guns stolen from owners are typically untraceable, with the investigation of what happens to a 

stolen firearm mostly occurring after an investigation connects it to a crime. The connection between 

gun theft and gun crimes is relatively unknown due to limited data, with the data somewhat 

dependent on recovery of guns related to specific crimes. 

The change in state law liberalizing the right to carry guns in vehicles has provided criminals, who in 

most cases cannot legally purchase firearms, with a source of easily obtainable guns. According to 

MPD, almost 60 percent of reported guns stolen in 2021 were stolen from vehicles. MPD estimates that 

more than 40 percent of guns used in crimes are stolen from vehicles of law-abiding citizens. 

There are very few studies or policy evaluations on what can be done to reduce gun thefts, especially 

from vehicles. However, changes in laws and social norms concerning safe gun storage could result in 

fewer guns being stolen. Eight states and several cities have laws mandating that owners secure their 

firearms (Everytown for Gun Safety, 2021). Absent mandatory laws, gun owners can be encouraged to 

have anti-theft devices in their vehicles and ensure their vehicles are locked (MacKenzie, 1992). 

The theft of unsecured firearms from vehicles is a problem that must be addressed in any successful 

effort to reduce violent gun crime in our community. If we as a community can reduce the number of 

guns that are stored in an unsecured fashion in vehicles, we can reduce the number of guns available 

to those intent on committing violent crimes. 

The effort to reduce theft of guns from vehicles should be a community-wide public service campaign 

that involves outreach to community groups and faith-based organizations and, if funding or 

payments-in-kind can be obtained, traditional marketing. The overriding goal of the campaign should 

be to convince law abiding gun owners not to leave unsecured firearms in vehicles, clearly conveying 

the message to those owners that they can help reduce violent crime by securing the firearms they 

own. 

The campaign should basically include the following steps: 

1. Recruit key stakeholders to organize and lead the effort, including contacting local 

community and faith-based leaders to obtain their participation and securing funding for a 

marketing effort; 

2. Expose large segments of the community to the message by focusing on outreach to faith-

based  leaders to secure opportunities to address congregations on the issue with a common 

script and ensure continued participation and engagement; 
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3. Likewise, focus on outreach to community organizations, obtaining speaking opportunities to 

talk about the importance of securing firearms as a means of reducing violent crime; and 

4. Raise funds and/or obtain payment-in-kind services to support a mass marketing effort 

conveying the campaign’s message. 

It is unrealistic to think that gun ownership in the community can be significantly reduced. It will not 

happen. That makes it especially important to convey to law-abiding residents of the community who 

own guns that they can play a role in reducing crime by making sure their guns do not end up in the 

wrong hands.  

 

Action Step 6 

Re-establish a Memphis Police Department Felony Assault Unit to investigate aggravated assault 

incidents more effectively. 

❖ OUTCOME: The number of officers assigned to the Unit; the number of cases handled by the 

unit 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDER: Memphis Police Department 

The vast majority of non-fatal shootings are the result of firearms used in aggravated assault incidents 

as defined by the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation’s (TBI’s) reporting system. Reported aggravated 

assaults have been increasing consistently since 2011. Reported aggravated assaults increased an 

alarming 35 percent in 2020 compared to 2019 in the city of Memphis (34 percent countywide). 

Reported incidents increased an additional 3.6 percent the city of Memphis in 2021  (2.4 percent 

countywide). 

Our community is suffering from a record number of murders. Many aggravated assaults are just one 

step away from being a murder. All it takes is a bullet landing in the wrong place. 

In 2021, reported aggravated assaults made up approximately 82 percent of all reported major violent 

crimes (murders, rapes, robberies, and aggravated assaults) in our community. The sheer volume of 

aggravated assaults in our community drives our violent crime rate (which is calculated by the FBI and 

TBI based on the aggregate number of all major violent crimes per 100,000 population). In short, our 

community will never get out of the unfortunate distinction of having one of the highest violent crime 

rates in the nation until we significantly reduce the number of aggravated assaults. 

Between 2006 and 2011, reported aggravated assaults actually declined. In 2011, our violent crime 

rate was at its lowest point in recent memory. A number of effective steps were occurring during that 

time period to help drive down the numbers, including almost 2,500 MPD officers by 2011 and 

effective data-driven deployment of those officers. Another key step during that time period was 

creation of a special Felony Assault Unit, which focused on intensive investigations of non-domestic 

aggravated assaults. In 2012, the team was disbanded, in part due to the beginning stages of what 

would become a net loss of about 20 percent of MPD’s force. Non-domestic aggravated assaults have 
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since been investigated by the precinct-level General Assignment Bureau where the reported crime 

occurred. 

MPD Chief C.J. Davis is committed to re-establishing a special citywide Felony Assault Unit to focus on 

investigating gunshot-related aggravated assaults. Plans call for it to be a centralized detective unit 

handling non-fatal shootings throughout the city of Memphis, regardless of where the incident occurs. 

These will be the only type of crimes handled by the unit. This model will allow investigators to better 

coordinate investigations that are related or retaliatory in nature. And it will allow investigators to 

devote more time to non-fatal shootings without the additional caseload a typical precinct detective 

manages. 

Chief Davis envisions the Felony Assault Unit working closely with the Multi-Agency Gang Unit, the 

Homicide Bureau, and the District Attorney’s Office. This cohesion should lead to more non-fatal 

shootings being solved and prosecuted. The goal is to reduce the number of non-fatal shootings and 

impact the number of fatal shootings as well. This new, intensive effort can (1) most importantly result 

in fewer victims of gun violence and (2) help drive down our violent crime rate. 

 

 

The plan has two overall primary outcomes related to juveniles: 

 

Action Step 7 

Expand efforts to meet the needs of our community’s vulnerable youth before they encounter law 

enforcement or the juvenile justice system, with emphasis on character and emotional development, 

good decision-making, and goal setting. 

❖ OUTCOME: A 100 percent graduation rate for active high school senior participants in Boys 

and Girls Clubs; at least 90 percent of those graduates entering college, the military, or the 

workforce 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater Memphis; City of Memphis; private 

sector 

As noted by Memphis Mayor Jim Strickland, we must reach the hearts and minds of young people in 

our community before they ever become tempted to engage in criminal conduct, especially gun 

violence. 

JUVENILES 

• A 50 percent reduction in the 

percentage of repeat delinquent 

offenders          

• A 50 percent reduction in the percentage 

of repeat serious juvenile offenders 
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There are many organizations in the Memphis community doing great work to meet the needs of 

vulnerable youth so they never become involved in the juvenile justice system. Examples include, but 

are not limited to, Memphis Athletic Ministries, Big Brothers Big Sisters of the Midsouth, the Salvation 

Army’s Kroc Center, and the many church-based programs. 

One organization that has shown significant success and has momentum to expand its efforts is Boys 

and Girls Clubs of Greater Memphis. Its mission is “to enable all young people, especially those who 

need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, responsible citizens.” 

Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater Memphis operates ten clubs in the community, with over 1,000 youth 

walking through their doors on an average day. It is seeking to provide an experience that assures 

success is within reach of every young person it serves, with all active participants on track in school, 

planning for their futures, demonstrating good character and citizenry, and living healthy lifestyles. 

In addition to its stand-alone facilities, Boys and Girls Clubs is expanding with creation of high school 

clubs, patterned after one that is up and running at Craigmont High School. For high school seniors 

attending three or more times each week at Craigmont, 100 percent have graduated and gone on to 

college, entered the military, entered the workforce, or some combination of the three. 

Recently, the City of Memphis allocated $9 million of federal American Rescue Plan Act funds to help 

ensure the presence of Boys and Girls Clubs in more of the Shelby County Schools over a three-year 

period. Efforts are underway to raise private funds and additional public funds to expand even more. 

Efforts such as those of Boys and Girls Clubs – as well as other organizations in our community – can 

help meet the needs of vulnerable youth before they encounter law enforcement or the juvenile 

justice system, with emphasis on character development, good decision-making, emotional 

development, and setting of goals. We support scaling up such efforts and are initially focusing on 

Boys and Girls Clubs as an example to scale up. 

 

Action Step 8 

To help break the cycle of repeat delinquent offenders, implement a community-wide youth 

assessment center that (1) is based on a model with a proven track record of working and (2) provides 

needs assessments and appropriate interventions for non-violent offenders. 

❖ OUTCOMES: The number of youth and families served through the assessment center; the 

percentage of youth served who enter the juvenile justice system at a future date 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDER: Shelby County

The high level of juvenile repeat offenders continues to be a salient criminal justice system issue due 

to risk factors resulting in repeat offenders, limited programing, and overall costs associated with 

repeat offenders (Bouffard and Bergseth, 2008). Being able to successfully divert youth from the 

juvenile justice system can be beneficial both for the system itself but also for the community as it can 

lessen the load of juvenile courts, cut system costs, and reduce delinquency (McCord, 1999; Shelden, 

1999; Whitehead and Lab, 2001).  
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Past research has focused on the impact of community engagement and educational factors and how 

they contribute to juvenile criminal justice prevention and recidivism (Anthony et al., 2010; Mathur 

and Clark, 2014). However, much work is still needed to understand and provide a more holistic 

approach to understanding juvenile reintegration and intervention at early stages in life to prevent 

future delinquency (Bradford, 2015; Liddle et al., 2011; Loeber, Farrington, and Petechuk, 2003; 

McMasters, 2015). If intervention efforts are to be successful, they must alleviate the risk factors 

associated with delinquency (Zigler and Taussig, 1992), with the best efforts often involving families 

and their children (Zigler, 1994). Efforts  must offer social support to help parents with more effective 

parenting strategies and educational opportunities for both parents and children that can improve 

family functioning (Zigler and Taussig, 1992). A number of communities have created youth 

assessment centers that work to reduce juvenile arrests, overall recidivism, and provide more holistic 

approaches to help the community’s families and youth.  Each model is different and geared toward 

the personal needs of that community. 

Under the leadership of Shelby County Mayor Lee Harris and Division of Community Services Director 

Dorcas Young-Griffin, Shelby County has also created a youth assessment center, called the Youth and 

Family Resource Center, which is scheduled to open on a pilot basis in early 2022 and seeks to reduce 

juvenile crime by providing services to youth, particularly youth who are at risk of engaging in future 

crime, as well as their families. Initially, it will be applied to juveniles from one or more Memphis 

precincts who are diverted from the juvenile court system. Planned assessments will include 

behavioral health, trauma counseling, and identifying and providing services to help alleviate 

underlying issues that might result in delinquent behavior.  

Moving forward, an evaluation of the pilot Youth and Family Resource Center is essential, with a 

commitment to make adjustments if appropriate to ensure effectiveness and to warrant a scaling up 

to make it a true community-wide center. In addition to a geographic scaling up, consideration should 

be given to expanding it beyond juveniles diverted from juvenile court and making it available to first-

time non-violent offenders in the juvenile court system. 

 

Action Step 9 

Develop a system of intensive supervision and appropriate treatment for serious juvenile offenders. 

❖ OUTCOME: The number of serious juvenile offenders and their families served through 

Youth Villages; the percentage of youth served who become repeat offenders 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Juvenile Court; Youth Villages; Shelby County Schools 

Juvenile incarceration is often utilized as a last resort and for youth who are at risk of reoffending. A 

large proportion of convicted serious juvenile offenders serve some or all their sentences in the 

community under some form of a community-based correctional program. One of the most common 

options for offenders is the use of intensive supervision probation (ISP) (Caputo, 2004; Hockenberry 

and Puzzanchera, 2014). ISPs seek to serve as a deterrent for youth, aim to reduce recidivism and are 
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diverse in design and their stated goals. ISP programs share three common features: small caseloads, 

intensive surveillance, and strict conditions of compliance (Tonry, 1990). In theory, heightened 

supervision of offenders should result in less recidivism as individuals do not want to get caught. 

However, depending upon the nature of implementation, there may be an increase in recidivism 

(Caputo, 2004), which is likely due to individuals facing technical violations or detection of deviant 

behavior that may otherwise have gone unnoticed (Caputo, 2004; Clear and Hardyman, 1990; 

Petersilia and Turner, 1993). 

There has been a steady increase in studies evaluating ISPs with mixed results. Some evaluations  

have found that when youth participate in ISPs,  they are more likely to commit a new offense in 

comparison to youth on standard probation (Sarver, Molloy, and Butters, 2012). However, a study by 

Farrington and Welsh (2005) found that ISP programs had a positive, yet not statistically significant, 

effect on reducing recidivism. Bouchard and Wong (2018) analyzed the effect of ISPs and 

aftercare/reentry programs on juvenile recidivism compared to the recidivism of youth who were on 

standard probation.  The findings suggest that youth participating in ISP are significantly more likely 

to engage in criminal activity. However, that may simply be because juveniles subject to intensive 

supervision are higher risk individuals with a higher likelihood of becoming repeat offenders. Many of 

these evaluations suffer from issues, including differences in selection criteria into the ISP treatment 

and control groups, which make it hard to draw comparisons and conclusions. There is a need to 

better understand offender types (violent or nonviolent offenders) and other moderating and 

implementation characteristics that might impact IPS efficacy (Goense et al., 2016; James et al., 2013; 

Weaver and Campbell, 2015). This includes better understanding of characteristics across samples, 

including age, ethnicity, gang involvement, drug use, implementation quality, treatment intensity and 

design (Goense et al., 2016; James et al., 2013; Weaver and Campbell, 2015). Further, there is a need to 

consider how these efforts may be better revamped and utilized to deal with repeat offenders. (cf. 

Hockenberry and Puzzanchera, 2015; Jalbert et al., 2010; Lowenkamp et al., 2010; Merrington, 2006). 

In short, a local effort focusing on serious juvenile offenders should be (1) well-planned and (2) come 

with the realization that a high success rate will be challenging. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic coupled with the social climate, proactive policing declined in 2020 

not only in Memphis but in major cities across the country. The result was a decline in arrests, both of 

adults and juveniles. (Part 1 crimes include both major violent crimes and major property crimes. 

According to the Memphis Police Department, 1,599 juveniles were charged with Part 1 crimes in 2019; 

in 2020 only 834 were charged with Part 1 crimes, a 48 percent drop.) At the same time reported 

violent crimes were increasing. The increase in major violent crime in our community was driven by 

alarming increases in aggravated assaults, many of which were committed by juveniles with guns. To 

get a more accurate picture of the scope of serious juvenile crime, a look at 2019 is necessary – before 

the pandemic and the social unrest. 

In 2019, 495 juveniles were charged with what Juvenile Court categorizes as “serious crime” – 

including murder, aggravated robbery, aggravated assault, carjacking, and rape. A number of them 

faced multiple charges (with 495 facing a total of 830 charges). The number of charges reflect a 32 
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percent increase compared to the previous year and an alarming 49 percent increase compared to 

just nine years earlier – 2011. 

As we return to a “new normal,” it remains to be seen whether we return to this level of serious violent 

charges against juveniles. However, absent a significant decrease in violent crime, it is safe to say that 

juvenile violence will not decline. 

Once adjudicated as guilty of a violent delinquent (criminal) act or acts, a juvenile is either (1) placed 

on a form of community supervision with some restrictions such as wearing an ankle bracelet or (2) 

placed in the custody of the Tennessee Department of Children’s Services at a secure facility for a 

period of time (not to exceed the juvenile’s 19th birthday). For those placed in a secure facility, many 

return to the community on a “trial home placement” or are otherwise discharged from the facility 

and subject to a form of community supervision. 

Whether being placed on community supervision on the front end or returning to community 

supervision after being in a secure facility, the challenge is to increase the likelihood that these 

juveniles do not become repeat offenders and, as a result, continue to contribute to the violent crime 

rate. (The overall repeat offender rate for Juvenile Court is about 50 percent.) 

There is a growing consensus among key stakeholders (including the juvenile court judge, the district 

attorney, the city mayor, Crime Commission leaders, and business leaders) that we must develop a 

more effective system of intensive supervision and appropriate services for serious, high-risk juvenile 

offenders. 

Juvenile Court officials believe that any effective approach will have to include coordinated parental 

and family support. As services are coordinated, it will be imperative to effectively identify and 

address root causes and structural barriers to reconnecting juveniles and their parents to appropriate 

treatment and resources. Many in this group of juveniles will be returning from an out of home 

placement, and many will be re-entering a toxic home environment. Home environment and, in many 

cases, school will be the cornerstones for anchoring long term stability and success. 

Some will be in school, and some will not. Recent Juvenile Court data analysis indicated that about 42 

percent of juveniles re-entering from a secure facility completed the Hi-set (GED) while in the facility. 

In addition, about 15 percent attended an alternative public school. About 10 percent graduated from 

a regular high school, and the remaining 33 percent were either not in school or their school status 

was unknown. 

Juvenile Court officials note that, for this targeted group, there is a lack of connectivity for the 

continuance of intensive mental and trauma responsive services. As a result, medication management 

becomes problematic or even discontinued. Proper accountability is desperately needed to ensure 

that behavioral health services and family therapeutic intervention services continue in order to 

decrease the likelihood of going deeper into the juvenile justice system or into the adult system. 
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An approach that includes not only the juvenile offender, but the family as well, can improve public 

safety, decrease victims of violent crime, improve school performance, and assist the offender and the 

family to thrive. 

Juvenile Court Judge Dan Michael has, in principle, agreed that Youth Villages is an organization that 

is uniquely positioned to provide intensive services to this group of serious juvenile offenders and 

their families and has already referred a handful of cases. However, scaling up such an approach will 

require substantial funding. At the school level, security officials with the Shelby County Schools have 

indicated a willingness to provide hands-on supervision for those in this targeted population who are 

in the school system. This would provide a seamless approach, regardless of whether the juvenile is in 

school or in the community. Proper coordination and communication will be critical in 

implementation. Also, given the mixed evaluations of such efforts in other communities, an effective 

evaluation of both processes and outcomes will be important. 

 

 

Action Step 10 

Resolve shortages in local law enforcement staffing and effectively use personnel and technology to 

maintain and scale up data-driven, proactive policing. 

❖ OUTCOME: At least 2,400 MPD officers and 700 deputy sheriffs; a consistent reduction in 

crime in hot spots where additional resources are deployed 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Memphis Police Department; Shelby County Sheriff’s Office 

In 2011, Memphis reached its largest Memphis Police Department (MPD) compliment, with almost 

2,500 commissioned officers. Looking at the violent crime rate over a 20-year period (2000-2019), 

Memphis’ violent crime rate was at its lowest in 2011. 

By the end of 2017, the number of Memphis police officers had plummeted to 1,959 officers, a net loss 

of about 20 percent compared to 2011. The violent crime rate in 2017 was approximately 25 percent 

higher than in 2011. Mayor Strickland has made a net increase in police officers a top priority, and in 

2018 and 2019, there were slight net increases in the number of MPD officers. The violent crime rate 

went down slightly both of those years.  

A major step toward reversing the net loss of officers occurred through a $6.1 million commitment 

from the private sector geared primarily to retention and referral bonuses for MPD officers. The 

funding came through the Crime Commission and represented an unprecedented commitment by the 

private sector to law enforcement. Of those eligible for retention bonuses, almost 90 percent signed 

up. 

LAW ENFORCEMENT STAFFING/DEVELOPMENT 
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By the end of 2020, though, MPD faced another net loss of officers, due in part to a COVID-19 related 

cancellation of a new class of recruits, as well as the possible impact of the social unrest on service as 

a police officer. In 2021, two classes graduated. With attrition, there were 1,955 commissioned MPD 

officers at the end of 2021 compared to 2,038 at the end of 2020. The attrition rate accounted for the 

loss of 182 officers (102 resignations and 80 retirements). 

In summary, after a net loss of some 20 percent of the MPD force over a six-year period (2012-2017), 

with hard work by Mayor Jim Strickland and his team, and with funding support through the Crime 

Commission, the number of MPD commissioned officers has stabilized over the past four years (2018-

2021). At the end of 2017, there were 1,959 MPD officers. At the end of 2021, there were 1,955 MPD 

officers, a difference of only four officers. 

In January of 2022, 45 recruits graduated from the MPD training academy, and 53 new recruits began a 

new class. 

Looking forward, while the net loss of officers has hopefully been reversed, it will take a major effort to 

reach the goal set by the Memphis City Council of 2,500 officers, or the goal set by MPD Chief C.J. Davis 

of 2,300 officers by the end of 2023. These are goals that will require new approaches to recruitment  

such as speeding up the application process to avoid losing potential recruits and providing signing 

bonuses. Consideration must be given to a more competitive compensation package. And there must 

be more focus on retention, including possibly another wave of retention bonuses. A major effort 

needs to be undertaken to retain officers during their early years of employment. According to the 

Memphis Police Association, in 2021, 81 percent of officers who resigned had four years or less on the 

job. 

In February of 2021, Deloitte issued a report conducted for the City of Memphis setting forth an 

analysis of MPD operations and recommendations to address challenges. The report noted that “… 

MPD is struggling to meet the community’s demands for services as a result of lack of adequate 

resources.” Deloitte went on to note (1) that 90 percent of overtime pay was being spent to meet 

minimum staffing levels to respond to calls for service and (2) a 23 percent decline in applications to 

become MPD officers and a 54 percent drop in new hires in 2020 compared to 2019. 

The Shelby County Sheriff’s Office is facing similar challenges in recruiting new deputy sheriffs. From 

2017-2020, there were slight annual increases in the number of deputy sheriffs. However, 2021 

resulted in a net loss, going from 666 deputy sheriffs at the end of 2020 to 647 at the end of 2021. This 

is significantly below the funded complement of 718 deputy sheriffs this current fiscal year. (The 

challenge with correctional deputies is even more daunting. Since 2017, there have been consistent 

annual net losses in correctional deputies. At the end of 2012, there were 644 correctional deputies, 

280 below the budgeted compliment of 924.) 

Our community is not alone in its challenge to maintain a sufficient number of officers. A survey of 

almost 200 police departments by the Police Executive Research Forum indicated that retirements 

and resignations rose by 18 percent in the year from April 2020 to April 2021 when compared with the 
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previous 12 months. Minneapolis has suffered a net loss of about 20 percent of its force since May 

2019, and Ashville, North Carolina has lost more than a third of its force (The New York Times, 2021). 

A public opinion survey conducted for the Crime Commission by Public Opinion Strategies in 

September 2021 showed an overwhelming 81 percent of respondents in support of hiring more local 

law enforcement officers. 

The severe shortages of local law enforcement must receive priority, and we cannot expect 

meaningful changes in results by simply continuing to do the same thing.  

Increasing the compliment of officers, though, is only half of the equation. The other half involves 

making smart, data-driven use of whatever resources exist, including smart use of technology. (More 

officers alone will not reduce crime significantly unless they are utilized effectively.) 

The Deloitte report recommended several steps to better utilize commissioned officer resources.  

One step it recommended was for MPD to move from an “equitable distribution model” of personnel 

among precincts to “an optimized model using workload demand.” The report stated, “If MPD and the 

City want more patrol officer time allocated for community engagement, proactive policing, and/or 

responding to focus areas … positions will need to be allocated across the precincts based on 

modeling and not equitable distribution.” 

The Deloitte report concluded that “high priority calls” take up approximately 58 percent of time 

spent servicing calls, while 42 percent is spent on “non-emergency calls.” The report recommended 

finding ways to reduce police responses to non-emergency calls in order to provide MPD with more 

flexibility in deploying officers. It suggested staffing certain types of those calls using different parts of 

city government, a “blended” model, or a “co-response” model. It also suggested considering a 

system of self-reporting, reducing time spent by officers to complete and file reports. 

The Police Service Technician (PST) program is an example of how Memphis has already moved in the 

direction of utilizing non-commissioned personnel to handle such calls as minor traffic accidents. 

MPD Chief C. J. Davis has placed priority on expanding the PSI program. We are not in a position to 

state what specific steps recommended by Deloitte to better utilize commissioned personnel should 

be implemented but believe it is important for MPD to work toward more efficient use of officers. 

(Admittedly, a factor is that the Memphis public is accustomed to a full-service police force and could 

react negatively to changes in that model.) 

Throughout the history of policing, electronic data use has increased as use of technology has become 

more common. Computer use by police departments was first implemented in the St. Louis Police 

Department in the mid-1960s (Colton, 1979). The beginnings of wide-spread technology use by law 

enforcement can be traced to the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 (Northrop, 

Kraemer, and King, 1995). This led to the creation of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration 

(LEAA), which contributed approximately $50 million to law enforcement agencies to enable them to 

access police technology (Northrop et al., 1995).  
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Police use of technology became more common during a crime spike in the 1960s and 1970s when a 

“demand gap” emerged and it was evident that traditional policing techniques were not getting the 

job done (Ratcliffe, 2016). Surveys conducted in the early and mid-1970s, showed that 

implementation of police technology was slower than anticipated (Colton, 1979). By the late 1970s, 

technology use within law enforcement agencies markedly improved, most notably in data entry and 

management (Ratcliffe, 2016). Managing crime data more effectively allowed for the creation of a 

“strategic picture of crime” (Ratcliffe, 2016). The demand gap led to “greater calls on the police for 

effectiveness and efficiency” (Ratcliffe, 2016). The public wanted more professionalism from the 

police, with increased access to information. While the factors listed above helped increase data 

management technology within departments, rising levels of organized crime that ignored 

jurisdiction and state lines meant that police departments needed a better way to collaborate with 

each other.  

According to Lum, Koper, and Willis (2016), “…technology has become a major source of expenditure 

and innovation in law enforcement and is assumed to hold great potential for enhancing police work.” 

Police departments use data from this technology in many ways. For example, crime mapping data is 

used to “locate crime and traffic crash hot spots, thus enabling law enforcement officials to target 

these areas with highly visible traffic enforcement” (Hardy, 2010). Data not only are collected but are 

also analyzed.  Analyses are used to inform decisions on “local partnerships; strategic operations; 

information sharing and outreach; monitoring, evaluating, and adjusting operations; and measuring 

outcomes” (Hardy, 2010). All the data gathered by police can then be used to increase proactive 

measures. In Chicago, for example, the police department currently focuses on a “heat list” of 

offenders that risk analysis programs have shown to be possible future risks (Joh, 2014). Even 

Homeland Security is employing computer systems in their preventive measures, with their systems 

filtering out potentially threatening words (Joh, 2014).  

In New York, the NYPD has developed a “Domain Awareness System” that links data gathered from 

several computerized systems such as CCTV footage and LPR technology (Joh, 2014). New York has 

been active in data-driven policing beginning with CompStat in the 1990s, the system that allowed 

them to use pinpointed crime maps to target specific areas and more efficiently allocate resources 

based on the maps. This system led to significant decreases in crime rates (Hyunseok, Hoover, and 

Joo, 2010).  

Use of technology goes beyond the deployment of personnel. According to Willis, Koper & Lum (2018), 

60 percent of all large police departments use license plate readers (LPRs), high speed cameras that 

can read and instantly analyze license plates. The LPR stores pictures of the plates and compares 

them to a database of plates of interest to law enforcement, such as plates of stolen vehicles or plates 

connected to known criminals. Another technology being used by law enforcement is gunshot 

detection technology (GSD). GSD was developed in the mid-1990s and works by triangulating multiple 

sensors that can detect sound waves produced by a gunshot. An alert is sent to law enforcement, with 

the goal of a rapid dispatch and response time to reduce gun violence overall. (Chai, Librett & Collins, 

2014, p. 51). 
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“Real Time Crime Centers” (RTCCs) such as the one within MPD are great examples of how high-end 

police technology interacts with data-driven policies. The software employed by MPD’s RTCC can 

receive instant updates on criminal activity, identify crime patterns and monitor high-risk offenders. 

The RTCC uses Blue C.R.U.S.H. (Crime Reduction Using Statistical History) data gathered on hotspot 

crimes, including time of day, day of the week, and location to better allocate resources to those 

hotspots. Additionally, a wall of LCD monitors that display live feeds from areas of interest aids in 

providing real time responses. 

MPD holds weekly Tracking for Responsibility, Accountability, and Credibility (TRAC) meetings. These 

meetings usually include the MPD command staff, precinct colonels, and members of other law 

enforcement agencies. The meetings can be intense, with precinct colonels expected to be prepared 

to explain their plans for addressing crime hotspots based on available data. 

The Deloitte report notes that the initiative, with focus on Blue C.R.U.S.H. data to identify hotspots, is 

“… supported by an evidence-based policing system that helps MPD prescriptively determine zones 

for patrol officer saturation and has been found effective at reducing crime.” 

The Public Safety Institute (PSI) at the University of Memphis has completed two assessments to 

determine whether MPD is being data-driven when using its resources by examining changes in crime 

within hotspots identified in each precinct. Both assessments indicate that the MPD command staff 

and the precinct colonels and their staff appear to be data-driven in their hotspot area selections, with 

most precincts showing a consistent decrease in reported crimes the immediate week after labeling 

an area a hotspot. Both assessments are available for review on the PSI website at 

https://memphis.edu/psi/ and the Crime Commission website at https://memphiscrime.org/. 

However, more officers are needed in order to maximize the impact of data driven deployment. The 

PSI is in the final stages of a third assessment of data-driven policing by MPD and is preparing a similar 

assessment of the Shelby County Sheriff’s Office in 2022. 

Adequate resources – whether in the form of personnel or technology – are essential to curbing our 

unacceptable high level of crime. Effective, data-driven deployment of those resources is equally 

important. This plan recognizes the need for both. 

 

Action Step 11 

Loosen the residency requirement for local law enforcement officers. 

❖ OUTCOME:  The number of newly hired MPD officers and deputy sheriffs who reside outside 

of Shelby County

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Memphis Police Department; Shelby County Sheriff’s Office 

Currently, the City of Memphis charter requires newly hired Memphis police officers to reside in Shelby 

County. If passed, a referendum originally on the November 2020 ballot would have changed the city 

https://memphis.edu/psi/
https://memphiscrime.org/


 

31 | P a g e  
 

charter to allow the City of Memphis to hire police officers and firefighters who live within a 50-mile 

radius of the city or in an adjacent county. However, the Memphis City rescinded the ballot 

referendum in a 7-6 vote (despite a public opinion survey showing overwhelming, across-the-board 

support for the referendum). 

The primary argument in favor of loosening the residency requirement is to increase the pool of 

qualified applicants, thereby making it somewhat easier to reach the goal set by the Memphis City 

Council of 2,500 police officers. The primary arguments for requiring Memphis police officers to live 

within the city limits appear to be (1) as a way of ensuring that the makeup of the Memphis Police 

Department (MPD) reflects the diversity of the city and (2) better police-community relations. 

It may be a factor in MPD officer retention as well. According to a recent survey by the Memphis Police 

Association, the residency issue ranks right behind pay raises and pensions as having the biggest 

impact on officers’ decisions to stay or leave for another job. 

Currently, approximately 55 percent of MPD officers are African-American, 42 percent are white, and 3 

percent other. About 83 percent of the current officers are male and 17 percent female. 

A 2014 analysis indicated that residency requirements actually tend to limit minority representation 

within police departments due to a smaller pool of qualified applicants. As an example of a city with a 

residency requirement, the analysis noted that, while 25 percent of Pittsburgh’s residents were 

African-American, only 12 percent of its police officers were African-American. The analysis indicated 

that this was far from unusual, with Pittsburg falling well within the average of the top 75 police 

departments in the nation. In fact, the analysis revealed that police departments with residency 

requirements tend to reflect the makeup of their communities less than those without such 

restrictions. (Unger-Sargon and Flowers, 2014). 

The analysis cited an earlier study conducted in the mid-1990s which revealed that residency 

requirements were correlated with less public confidence in the police, specifically in their ability to 

protect residents. The researchers concluded that residency limitations on hiring could lead to poor 

recruitment choices and less qualified officers. (Unger-Sargon et al., 2014). 

The 2014 analysis revealed that, of the 75 top police departments, only 15 had residency 

requirements, including Memphis. Examples of cities without residency requirements included 

Detroit, Baltimore, Cleveland, Nashville, Houston, Washington, Atlanta, Louisville, and Dallas. (Some 

did provide incentives for living within the city limits.) Among the 15 with residency requirements 

were Chicago, Boston, and Philadelphia. (Unger-Sargon etal.,2014). 

Instead of residency requirements, smart recruiting appears to be the key to a diverse police 

department and one composed of officers with the right kinds of skills and motivated by public 

service. This takes a very conscious effort by recruiters to seek out the right kind of hires. As noted in 

the February 2021 Deloitte report assessing MPD, screening and hiring people with skill sets for de-

escalation, crisis intervention, community policing, and culture and diversity awareness “…is a way to 

initiate change at the entry point…”.  
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In a September 2021 public opinion survey conducted for the Crime Commission by Public Opinion 

Strategies, nearly three quarters (73 percent)) favored loosening the residency requirement for both 

police officers and fire fighters. 

Loosening the residency requirement for both MPD and the Shelby County Sheriff’s Office is not the 

sole answer to the severe shortage of commissioned officers. However, it can be an effective “tool in 

the toolbox” if marketed correctly. 

 

Action Step 12 

Involve the community in the recruitment of local law enforcement officers (from Reimagining 

Policing Report). 

❖ OUTCOME: The number of community members involved in the recruitment process

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Memphis Police Department; Shelby County Sheriff’s Office

In September of 2020, Memphis Mayor Jim Strickland formed an Advisory Council for Reimagining 

Policing as a way of engaging the community in the planning and development of a plan of action to 

address policing in Memphis. The Advisory Council was comprised of clergy, legislators, civil rights 

activists, and law enforcement. It was created to serve as a liaison with the Memphis Police 

Department (MPD) and the community, serve as a link in the communication chain, evaluate police 

services, and develop actionable recommendations to improve MPD in specific focus areas. Each 

Advisory Council member selected and invited members of the community to participate in 90-minute 

focus group conversations facilitated by that Advisory Council member. Over 400 diverse members of 

the community attended over 30 focus groups hosted by members of the Advisory Council on 

Reimagining Policing. In June of 2021, the Advisory Council convened to identify suggestions for 

reimagining policing and agreed upon 12 recommendations. One of the recommendations was to 

involve the community in the recruitment and selection of new police officers. 

In making the recommendation, the Advisory Council was aware that Shelby County Sheriff Floyd 

Bonner had initiated a process under which members of the community participate in interviewing 

applicants to become deputy sheriffs. Community members ask appropriate standard questions of 

applicants, followed by individual ratings of each applicant. This is a process which the Shelby County 

Sheriff’s Office will hopefully continue and which MPD should consider instituting. 

Another suggestion from the Memphis Police Association is to: 

- Select community leaders to serve as recruiters for new officers, 

- Have each community leader pledge to be a mentor to each recruit as the recruit matriculates 

through the training academy and through the first year of service as an officer, 

- Provide a signing bonus for each recruit (a step already in place), and 
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- If the recruit successfully completes the training academy, allow the recruiter to designate a 

local charity or nonprofit to receive a donation. 

The mentoring suggestion is consistent with a recommendation in the February 2021 Deloitte report 

assessing MPD, which stressed the need for applicants given offers to be mentored and engaged “…to 

ensure a motivated, well-prepared candidate reports to the Academy.” 

Such a process would give community leaders the opportunity to become shareholders in building 

and reshaping local law enforcement. And it might help address the challenge of reducing the high 

percentage of officer resignations that occurs during the first four years of service – 81 percent of all 

resignations at MPD in 2021 according to the Memphis Police Association. It can be one more “tool in 

the toolbox” in addressing the serious shortage of local law enforcement officers. 

 

Action Step 13 

Establish a public safety optional or charter high school for students who are interested in law 

enforcement and other public safety careers (from Reimagining Policing Report).  

❖ OUTCOME: The number of graduating high school seniors who enter law enforcement

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: City of Memphis; Memphis Police Association; Shelby County 

Schools

Another recommendation of Memphis Mayor Strickland’s Advisory Council on Reimagining Policing is 

creation of a high school program to serve as an effective vehicle to encourage students with a desire 

for public service to consider a career in public safety. 

Early in his first term, Mayor Strickland re-established the Police Service Technician (PST) program as 

a way of (1)) having non-commissioned personnel handle such matters as minor traffic accidents and 

traffic congestion, thereby freeing up commissioned officers to handle more serious crime-related 

matters, and (2) creating a pipeline of potential police officer recruits. 

Currently, there are about 40 PSTs, far short of the goal of about 125 PSTs at any given time. According 

to the City’s Human Resources (HR) Division, recruitment at the high school level is occurring when 

most seniors have already made their post-graduation plans. Steps need to be in place to begin 

interesting students in public safety careers at the 9th and 10th grade levels.  

A number of other communities have developed special tracks for students interested in public safety, 

either as stand-alone schools or as special programs within schools. 

An example is the Academy of Law and Public Safety in Monmouth County, New Jersey. Monmouth 

County is in the New York metropolitan area with a population of about 644,000. The academy offers a 

two-year program for students who have a strong interest in law and public safety. Students must 

enroll in 40 credits of course work per year and successfully complete 80 credits to graduate. Students 

can earn as many as 24 credits from a local community college and nine credits from Fairleigh 
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Dickinson University. (More information on the Monmouth County Academy of Law and Public Safety 

is available at https://www.mcvsd.org/programs/academy-of-law-public-safety/ . 

In Dallas, Texas, the Independent School District has launched the Criminal Justice Academy for 

grades 9-12 within Sunset High School, in partnership with the Dallas Police Department. Through 

partnerships with Mountain View Collage and the University of North Texas, academy students have 

the opportunity to earn up to 60 tuition-free college credits upon graduation. Upon successful 

completion of the program, academy graduates meet all the educational qualifications to apply for a 

police officer position in the Dallas Police Department. (For more information, go to 

https://www.dallasisd.org/sunset . 

In Tennessee, the Cleveland school system (in the Chattanooga metropolitan area) has created a 

Criminal Justice Academy within its high school.  It is designed to prepare students for a range of 

careers in law enforcement, crime scene analysis, forensic science, and public safety. The program is 

composed of Level 1 (for 9th and 10th graders), Level 2 (for 10th and 11th graders) and Level 3 (for 11th 

and 12th graders). Dual credit is available for Level 3 courses at Cleveland State Community College. 

The Memphis Police Association, the City of Memphis HR Division, and the Crime Commission are 

working with Shelby County Schools optional program officials toward creation of a public safety 

optional program within one or more schools. If the details can be resolved, such a program could 

serve as an effective recruitment tool for careers in public safety. 

 

 

Action Step 14 

Expand the number of neighborhood watch groups in the City of Memphis. 

❖ OUTCOME: An increase of 50 percent in neighborhood watch groups 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDER: Memphis Police Department 

Neighborhood watch groups (NWGs) developed out of an effort in the United States to increase 

community involvement in preventing crime (Titus, 1984). Through the growth of NWGs, various terms 

were used to describe these groups such as block watch, apartment watch, home watch, citizen alert, 

and community watch. The primary approach that these groups take to reduce crime is for residents 

to report any suspicious activities to their police department in hopes to deter future criminal activity 

(Bennett, 1990). One of the earliest evaluations of NWGs within the United States was of the Seattle 

Washington Community Crime Prevention Project which started in 1973 (Cirel et al., 1997). This 

evaluation showed a greater reduction in burglaries in neighborhoods which had NWGs compared to 

those without. Since the early 1980s, there has been a continuous push for NWG expansion across the 

United States. According to The 2000 National Crime Prevention Survey by the National Crime 

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 

https://www.mcvsd.org/programs/academy-of-law-public-safety/
https://www.dallasisd.org/sunset
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Prevention Council in 2001, an estimated 41 percent of the American population resides in 

communities that have a NWG. According to the report, “This makes neighborhood watch the largest 

single organized crime-prevention activity in the nation.” 

According to the Memphis Police Department, there were 458 active NWGs in the city of Memphis at 

the end of 2021. A 50 percent increase would significantly increase community involvement in 

preventing crime by expanding those who serve as “the eyes and ears” of law enforcement at the 

neighborhood level and would be a significant step in improving police-community relations. 

Of course, MPD staffing has an impact on the effectiveness and scope of community involvement. As 

noted in the February 2021 Deloitte study conducted for the City of Memphis, the cost of officers 

working to meet incident response demand “…creates an inherent lack of time available for 

community outreach, meaningful engagement with neighborhood watch groups, and participation 

and presence in youth and school programs.” 

 

Action Step 15 

Expand SafeWays’ intensive crime prevention program for apartment communities. 

❖ OUTCOME:  At least 50 SafeWays certified properties; a significantly greater decline in crime 

at SafeWays certified properties than at comparable other properties

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: SafeWays; Memphis Police Department; private sector apartment 

owners/managers 

SafeWays is a Memphis-based 501 (c)(3) organization that helps apartment community owners and 

managers reduce crime and improve the quality of life for their residents. Working with owners, 

managers, the Memphis Police Department (MPD), and other public, non-profit, and community 

organizations, SafeWays achieves its objective through: 

1. Improving the amount and quality of information about crime and calls for service for police 

available to property management and security personnel; 

2. Increasing communication and engagement among residents, management, security, and law 

enforcement; 

3. Enforcement of the District Attorney’s Anti-Trespass Program on SafeWays properties; 

4. Educating property management and staff on place management best practices that reduce 

crime; 

5. Providing connectivity to social and other service providers for SafeWays property residents; 

and 

6. Remediating physical conditions on and around SafeWays apartment communities which 

foster and facilitate criminal activity. 

The primary tool used by SafeWays to address risk conditions on properties is “Crime Prevention 

through Environmental Design” (CPTED). CPTED’s foundational principle is that the physical 
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environment influences human behavior. Strategic changes to the physical environment to increase 

visibility, reduce isolation, and control boundaries help prevent or reduce crime by eliminating or 

limiting opportunities for criminal acts. In addition to CPTED being considered an effective problem-

oriented strategy, it is also one of the most effective mechanisms to reduce fear of crime in 

communities. (Sakip, Johan and Salleh, 2012). 

Although SafeWays clients may choose from a variety of available consulting and information 

services, such as one-time or short-term inspection, statistical reporting, or consultation, its most 

popular and effective service is its certification program.   

With studies showing nearly 20 percent of all reported crimes in Shelby County occurring in apartment 

communities, the 2017-2021 Safe Community Plan included as a major step expansion of SafeWays to 

more properties.     

In the fall of 2020, the U of M Public Safety Institute (PSI) issued an assessment of SafeWays. The 

assessment used data from a time period prior to the 2017-2021 plan through June of 2019 (the 

halfway period of the plan) to measure SafeWays’ progress under the plan by researching the 

following: 

1. The percentage of 100+ unit properties that received SafeWays inspection/consultation 

services by June 30, 2019 (including “monitored safety plans”); 

2. The percentage of 100+ unit properties participating in the SafeWays certification program by 

June 30, 2019; and 

3. The extent to which reported crime in certified properties changed after certification.       

At the start of the Safe Community Plan in January of 2017, Shelby County had 293 apartment 

communities with 100+ units, and 59 (20 percent) had received SafeWays inspection/consultation 

services. As of June 2019, 94 (32 percent) had received SafeWays inspection/consultation services.     

At the start of the plan, 12 of the !00+ unit properties were participating in the SafeWays certification 

program. As of June 30, 2019, 16 of the properties were certified.      

The assessment looked at “major tracked offenses” (homicides, rapes, aggravated assaults, robberies, 

simple assaults, domestic violence intimidation incidents, burglaries, larceny thefts, and motor 

vehicle thefts).  Researchers obtained the certification date of each of 13 certified properties and used 

the average number of reported crimes during the immediately preceding 12-month period as the 

pre-certification baseline with which to compare post-certification averages.   

The assessment revealed that 6 of 13 properties experienced at least a 25 percent reduction in the 

average number of major tracked offenses after certification. For all 13 properties, the average 

number of major tracked offenses dropped 20 percent during their post-certification periods.     

To review the complete assessment, go to the PSI website at https://memphis.edu/psi/ or the Crime 

Commission website at https://memphiscrime.org/. 

https://memphis.edu/psi/
https://memphiscrime.org/
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As of the end of 2021, according to data from SafeWays, 17 properties were certified (with four in the 

higher category of “certified select”), and eight additional properties were in the certification process. 

An additional 32 properties had received inspection/consultation services in 2021. 

For various reasons (some voluntary and some involuntary), 23 properties have been terminated from 

the SafeWays program since 2015. 

SafeWays has made available to the Crime Commission data on major tracked offenses from 2013 

through November of 2021 for the 11 properties certified five plus years. The SafeWays data reflect a 

26 percent reduction in major tracked offenses in certified properties and a 17 percent decline in non-

certified 100+ unit communities since 2013. As of 2021, SafeWays certified properties represent only 

four percent of the 100+ unit communities in Memphis yet account for 12 percent of the decrease in 

major tracked offenses in 100+ unit communities in Memphis since 2013. 

SafeWays services are completely voluntary, with property owners or management companies paying 

for those services. Many apartment communities in need of SafeWays are simply unwilling to make 

the investment. That unwillingness is often – but not always – driven by property owners located 

elsewhere with no connection to the community beyond the rents collected. (Some locally owned 

properties also indicate an unwillingness.) They may never join unless ways are developed to hold 

them accountable for inordinately high crime rates. (Nuisance actions have been filed against several 

non-SafeWays apartment communities.) Other apartment communities may desire SafeWays services 

but feel they cannot afford to pay for them. In spite of these challenges, there is a desire among key 

stakeholders to expand SafeWays into more apartment communities. It will take these key 

stakeholders – such as the city mayor, police chief, and district attorney – using their influence to 

encourage more participation. 

 

Action Step 16 

Establish a Neighborhood Safety Initiative that strengthens community relations with law 

enforcement and other public agencies by focusing on specific crime and blight hotspots for specific 

periods of time. 

❖ OUTCOMES   A reduction in crime in the hotspots; a resolution of at least 90 percent for 

designated blighted property in the hotspots 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS   Memphis Police Department; D.A’s Office; City and County Code 

Unoccupied and blighted properties in a neighborhood can lead to higher possibilities of unsafe 

environment conditions. Approximately 15 percent of the land in United States cities has been 

deemed vacant or abandoned; this is roughly the same size of Switzerland. Over 11,500 square miles 

of useable areas remain neglected (Bowman and Pagano, 2010). Low-income neighborhoods are 

common areas of vacant and blighted properties, and residents point to these properties as hazards 

to both health and safety (Garvin et al, 2013). Targeting these properties, especially in an urban 

setting, has shown to have effects on economics and crime (Wachter S, Wong G, 2008; Kondo M, South 
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E, Branas C, 2015). Other studies have shown mixed results (Bogar S, Beyer K, 2016). For example, low-

lying trees and other dense areas of vegetation have been associated with higher fear of crime. These 

areas limit visibility and can potentially hide possible criminals and other illegal activity (Gobster & 

Westphal, 2004). Urban context matters in regard to human behavior. Some studies have found that 

blighted properties, such as broken-down housing and high littered areas can lead to higher violence 

and crime (Keizer, Lindenberg, and Steg, 2008; Harcourt and Ludwig, 2006). Branas and others (2018) 

found that residents near maintained vacant lots not only reported significantly reduced perceptions 

of crime and safety concerns but also had significant reductions in crime overall, including gun 

crimes, burglaries, and nuisances. 

One of the many factors in addressing blight and increasing safety is community involvement. In our 

community, many residents have stepped up to help improve their neighborhoods and assist with 

local issues. The 2017-2021 Safe Community Plan recognized the potential crime prevention power of 

organized groups of residents in curtailing blight and crime at the neighborhood level. The plan 

established a special Neighborhood Safety Initiative (NSI) to help build and strengthen partnerships 

among neighborhood groups, law enforcement, and other city/county agencies. 

Neighborhood watch groups (NWGs), for example, align themselves with law enforcement to help 

report unusual, and possibly criminal, activity. Through NWGs, law enforcement officials also help 

educate neighborhood residents on how they can improve safety, not only in their neighborhoods, 

but also in their homes. 

Another example of strengthening these partnerships with citizens is through monthly meetings of 

Police Joint Agencies (PJAs). At PJA meetings, leaders of NWGs and other citizens get the chance to 

address specific concerns in their neighborhoods with numerous city and county agencies such as law 

enforcement, city/county code officials, and health officials.  

At the suggestion of the Memphis Police Department (MPD), the NSI effort has focused on the Austin 

Peay and Tilman MPD precincts, working closely with the PJA leaders in those two precincts to 

identify and give special attention to priority crime and blight matters. 

Crime Commission and U of M Public Safety Institute (PSI) representatives have participated in the 

PJA meetings occurring in the two precincts (usually monthly). Both precincts contain two PJAs – the 

Frayser and Raleigh PJAs in the Austin Peay precinct and the University Area and Highland Heights 

PJAs in the Tillman precinct. 

In addition, an NSI working group was formed and ably chaired by Steve Shular, special assistant for 

neighborhood concerns to Memphis Mayor Jim Strickland. The NSI asked each of the four PJAs to 

identify “priority complaints” each month for both criminal activity and blighted property (with these 

two categories often overlapping). At monthly meetings composed of agency representatives and PJA 

leaders, the priority complaints were discussed, with the goal of getting the priorities resolved to the 

satisfaction of PJA leadership. In addition, emphasis was placed on increasing the number of NWGs in 

both precincts. 
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Two assessments of the NSI were conducted by the PSI and released in the spring of 2019 and the 

summer of 2021. Both assessments are available for review at https://memphis.edu/psi/ or 

https://memphiscrime.org/. 

Looking at the priority complaints brought to the NSI through 2020, according to the assessment 

released in 2021, about 12 percent of the priority complaints remained unresolved but with the vast 

majority being complaints brought in 2020, many of which may have been resolved after the 

assessment was finalized. Looking at 2017-2019, while the majority of priority complaints were 

resolved, many took up to a full year for resolution. 

As part of the assessment released in 2021, PJA community members participating in 2019 were 

surveyed for feedback on various public and private entities invited to participate in the PJA meetings. 

(Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the PJAs did not meet regularly for most of 2020 and, to the extent 

they did meet, almost all of the meetings were virtual. Therefore, surveys were not used in 2020.) Most 

PJA community participants who expressed an opinion were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with 

most of the entities participating – an indication that community participants were appreciative of the 

opportunity to interact with various officials. 

The number of NWGs grew in both precincts but not at a fast enough pace. Both the Austin Peay and 

Tillman precincts had a continuous increase every year since 2016 in NWGs (even during the pandemic 

year of 2020). However, there must be an intensive effort to obtain a scaled-up pace. 

MPD tracks reported Blue C.R.U.S.H. crime categories citywide and by precinct. Those offenses include 

aggravated assaults, motor vehicle thefts, burglaries, thefts from motor vehicles, robberies, and 

carjackings. Using 2016 as a baseline year, during the 2017-2021 Safe Community Plan time period, 

reported Blue C.R.U.S.H. crimes dropped 5.1 percent citywide. However, they dropped 18.2 percent in 

the Austin Peay precinct and 13.4 percent in the Tillman precinct. 

The goal of NSI has been to involve the community more in working with law enforcement and other 

entities to reduce crime by addressing specific crime and blight issues and increasing the number of 

active NWGs. The degree to which the NSI has helped achieve those goals is hard to measure. It is safe 

to say, though, that the effort has helped increase dialogue and communications with concerned 

community residents and heightened awareness of their specific concerns. 

To become more effective moving forward, the consensus of the NSI working group is that the NSI 

needs to sharpen its focus by looking at specific properties in limited geographic areas that have a 

joint crime/code enforcement link that generates complaints. The goal of the revamped NSI will be to 

reduce crime at and near troubled properties that are the subject of continuous complaints, including 

things such as abandoned property, trash in the yard, open windows and doors, high grass, 

trespassing, and the presence of possible drug users and dealers. (In effect, properties will be 

identified at which crime is linked in many cases to the literal broken windows – applying the broken 

windows theory of crime in a very direct way.) 

https://memphis.edu/psi/
https://memphiscrime.org/
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The effort will begin where the last version of NSI left off – in the Austin Peay and Tillman precincts – 

but will move to other precincts as precinct leaders identify appropriate properties on which to focus. 

 

Action Step 17 

Help break the cycle of repeat offenders by increasing employment opportunities for those supervised 

by the Tennessee Department of Correction and mandated by the Board of Parole to report to the 

Shelby County Office of Re-Entry as the department’s Community Resource Center. 

❖ OUTCOMES The percentage of individuals mandated by the Board of Parole to report to the 

Office of Re-Entry who actually do so; the percentage of parolees who are employed 

❖ Tennessee Department of Correction; Shelby County Office of Re-

Entry 

Securing gainful employment is important for a successful transition from prison back to the 

community. Unfortunately, ex-offenders often face multiple obstacles in finding employment. The 

mark of a criminal record can significantly decrease hiring of ex-offenders (Pager, 2003). Other barriers 

such as low levels of educational attainment, incomplete schooling, limited previous work experience, 

poor health, and being concentrated in small urban areas characterized by high poverty and poor job 

prospects can all impact employability (Raphael, 2014; Wiegand and Sussell, 2016). Due to these 

compounding obstacles, it is not surprising that approximately 2/3 of ex-offenders are rearrested and 

almost half are reincarcerated within the first three years of release (Durose, Cooper, and Snyder, 

2014).  

Re-entry interventions that focus on getting ex-offenders gainful employment can reduce the rate of 

recidivism. However, evaluations on the impacts of re-entry models are still developing (Drake, Aos, 

and Miller, 2009). A three-year evaluation by Redcross and colleagues (2012) of the Center for 

Employment Opportunities Transitional Jobs Program (CEO) found it significantly reduced recidivism 

by 16 to 22 percent, with the strongest impacts being among ex-offenders who enrolled in the 

program shortly after release (treatment group). Among those individuals, program group members 

were less likely than the control group to be arrested, convicted of a new crime, and reincarcerated 

(Redcross et al., 2012). Other research has suggested the importance of preparing individuals for 

employment prior to their release, and not after. An evaluation of a randomized controlled 

experiment (RCT) of a re-entry program was conducted by Cook and colleagues (2015). This RCT 

included employment opportunities as well as social service or ‘reach in’ services prior to offender 

release. The results of this evaluation found that combining reach-in services with employment 

opportunities increased employment rates and earnings for the duration of a year, and significantly 

reduced the likelihood of re-arrest.  

In conjunction with the Tennessee Department of Correction (TDOC) and the U of M Public Safety 

Institute, the Crime Commission has co-hosted two forums to help inform local employers of sources 
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of ex-offenders as potential employees who have had both technical and life skills training. Both 

forums were fairly well attended with over 200 attendees. Local re-entry organizations – such as Hope 

Works, the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO), Lifeline to Success, Economic Opportunities 

(EcOp), and the Shelby County Office of Re-Entry (SCOR) – made presentations and provided contact 

information. 

Three major challenges remain to providing more job opportunities for ex-offenders. 

First, there is the need to ensure that more ex-offenders take advantage of opportunities to obtain 

both the technical skills and life skills needed to be productive, dependable employees. The entities 

mentioned above are examples of community-based organizations providing those opportunities. 

HopeWorks has been providing training to inmates before they leave incarceration at the Shelby 

County Division of Corrections. Lifeline to Success works with ex-offenders to help insure they have 

the kinds of life skills necessary to be productive employees. Such efforts need to be supported and 

expanded. 

Second, more employers need to be convinced to give ex-offenders an opportunity. Many employers 

have shown a reluctance to do so, possibly in part due to bad experiences they have had in the past. 

(Ironically, the labor shortage created by the COVID-19 pandemic may have given ex-offenders more 

opportunities for employment.) 

Third, there needs to be better connectivity between ex-offenders who need jobs and employers 

seeking employees. As an example, CEO has encountered an insufficient number of available ex-

offenders to fill job openings. 

To help meet these types of challenges, in 2017, TDOC and SCOR entered a memorandum of 

understanding under which SCOR was designated TDOC’s Community Resource Center for 

Memphis/Shelby County, with services to be available to those under the community supervision of 

TDOC. 

The MOU was “. . . intended to contribute to a cooperative and mutually beneficial relationship . . . 

coordinate resources and prevent duplication of effort, ensure the most effective utilization and 

delivery of community resource services for offender rehabilitation, and establish processes and 

procedures . . . to establish a seamless and comprehensive system of delivery for rehabilitation and 

support services available to offenders in Shelby County.” 

The MOU established certain “principles” to apply in implementing service delivery, including: 

1. Availability to all eligible offenders, specifically all offenders under TDOC supervision; 

2. Creation of a “One Stop” approach to a service delivery system; and 

3. Delivery of services in a cost efficient and optimally effective manner. 

The MOU expired in May of 2020. The MOU needs to be renewed and modified by all interested parties 

to ensure that, as TDOC’s Community Resource Center, SCOR becomes a true “One Stop” location for 

the needs of those on supervision to be addressed, including connecting those individuals with 
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appropriate community service providers such as those mentioned above, with the ultimate goal of 

placing more ex-offenders in steady, full-time employment. 

 

Action Step 18 

Address the fragmented behavioral health system by establishing an effective coordinating entity to 

(1) connect those with behavioral health challenges with existing services in the community and (2) 

identify existing gaps in services and resources. 

❖ OUTCOME:  The availability of safety net providers of behavioral health services for (1) 

children facing adverse childhood experiences, (2) adults who have faced adverse childhood 

experiences, (3) those individuals currently incarcerated or with a history of incarceration, and 

(4) the population experiencing homelessness. (NOTE: This Outcome will initially involve 

creating an inventory of services.)

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS: Shelby County Health Department; Shelby County Division of 

Community Services

Shelby County Sheriff Floyd Bonner estimates that about 25 percent of inmates in the Shelby County 

jail have behavioral health issues, with a majority of those also having substance abuse issues. A 

consistent concern in community meetings conducted by the Crime Commission in the fall of 2021 

was the failure to address underlying behavioral health issues causing much of our crime. In addition 

to a lack of services, many expressed the thought that those in need are not being adequately 

connected to services that exist. 

As Shelby County has faced the challenges of the COVID-19 global pandemic, an assessment of the 

current behavioral health landscape in the community has taken on renewed significance. The 

community has been affected through the increase in deaths in a short period of time, interruption in 

in-person learning for our children, job loses for our adult population, a frequent inability to gather 

freely, and constant concern for our health and safety. On reflection, it is not surprising that we have 

seen an increase in criminal behavior during this time period, not only in our community but 

nationwide. The pandemic reality, coupled with pre-pandemic behavioral health issues, presents a 

unique opportunity to assess the current availability of behavioral health resources and plan for 

future community investments and improved coordination to address behavioral health at both the 

institutional and community levels, insuring a healthier and safer Memphis/Shelby County. 

As of 2017, 8.5 million Americans suffered from some form of co-occurring substance abuse and 

behavioral health disorder (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2018). 

Individuals who experience substance abuse and/or behavioral disorders often face barriers to 

treatment, including wait lists for access to treatment facilities, financial barriers and costs for 

treatment typically due to lack of insurance coverage, transportation issues, and especially stigma 

which prevents individuals from talking about their struggles (Ali, Teich, amd Mutter, 2017; Grella, Gil-
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Rivas, and Cooper, 2004; Parcesepe and Cabassa, 2013; Pullen and Oser, 2014; Redko, Rapp, and 

Carlson, 2006). 

There has been considerable growth in the knowledge of behavioral health disorders, including 

substance abuse, prevention, and program evaluations both in the field of health as well as the field of 

criminal justice (cf. Charlier and Reichert, 2020; Clifasefi, Lonczak, and Collins, 2017; Fernald et al., 

2021; Furber et al., 2015; Jacka et al., 2013; Reichert et al., 2017). Of particular interest is the law 

enforcement strategy of deflection or some form of pre-arrest diversion. (Charlier and Reichert, 2020). 

Deflection programs involve a collaborative effort of law enforcement and public health systems to 

create community-based access to treatment, typically with the aim of not having individuals with 

drug and/or behavioral health issues needing direct entry into the criminal justice system (Charlier 

and Reichert, 2020). 

A few reviews of deflection programs have been conducted. The LEAD program in King County, 

Washington (Seattle) included services ranging from case management, substance abuse treatment, 

and support for individuals post-arrest. LEAD was statistically associated with a reduction in 

recidivism among participants compared to other similar groups (Collins, Lonezak, and Clifasefi, 

2015). However, there have been issues replicating the approach in some other cities, such as Albany, 

New York (Worden and McLean, 2018). Some deflection programs have experienced limitations to 

treatment access, including long wait times to access services, which reduces follow through with 

some treatments (Barberi and Taxman, 2019; Charlier and Reichert, 2020; Chun et al., 2008; Redko et 

al., 2006; Schiff et al., 2017). 

As a public safety issue, there is a need to connect those with behavioral health issues with existing 

services in the community, as well as identify and address existing gaps in services and resources. This 

is especially true for those who have come in contact with the criminal justice system. Under the 

leadership of the Shelby County Health Department and the Shelby County Division of Community 

Services, the following steps need to be taken: 

1. Immediately convene key stakeholders to develop a multi-year strategic plan within two years 

that assesses the current behavioral health landscape in the community and addresses: 

− The availability and accessibility of existing resources to address behavioral health and 

co-existing substance use disorders; 

− The sustainability of the existing resources; 

− Exploration of current institutional policies that hinder access and threaten future 

availability of resources; 

− The value of creating a full-time mental health court; 

− Analysis of future community behavioral health and co-occurring substance use needs 

given identified system gaps, and 

− Implementation of, and investments in, future behavioral health programs. 
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2. Within three years, develop a centralized source accessible to residents that identifies existing 

behavioral resources, with measurements in place to determine its effectiveness. 

As noted by Sheriff Bonner, the Shelby County Jail has unfortunately become our major facility 

housing individuals with behavioral health issues. We can and must do better. 

 

 

The plan has two overall primary outcomes related to domestic violence:  

 

Action Step 19 

Establish an effective Domestic Violence Task Force made up of key stakeholders to oversee (1) 

development of a strategic plan for addressing domestic violence and (2) implementation of the plan. 

❖ OUTCOMES The number of victims connected to services; a reduction in the number and 

percentage of domestic violence repeat offenders

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS:  D.A.’s Office; University of Memphis; Family Safety Center

In 2021, there were 17,446 reported domestic violence incidents in Memphis/Shelby County according 

to preliminary figures from the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation. The percentage of domestic 

violence aggravated assaults involving guns has skyrocketed to over 50 percent compared to less than 

25 percent in 2014. 

According to figures from the District Attorney’s Office, of those charged and arrested for domestic 

violence, over 20 percent have been charged and arrested for domestic violence previously. 

Under a grant from the Tennessee Office of Criminal Justice Programs, the University of Memphis 

evaluated the effectiveness of services to domestic violence victims in Shelby County. Both the final 

report and an executive summary are available at https://memphis.edu/psi. 

The evaluation concluded that there is: 

1. Widespread frustration among domestic violence victims, criminal justice personnel, and 

service providers related to the level of cooperation in providing a continuum of services to 

victims; 

2. Challenges related to sufficient collaboration and communication; 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

• A 20 percent reduction in reported 

domestic violence incidents        

• A 30 percent reduction in domestic violence 

aggravated assaults involving guns 

          

https://memphis.edu/psi
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3. Lack of funding and services available for the body of victims pursuing social services; and 

4. A serious lack of 24/7 services. 

As the university researchers conducted the evaluation, there was also a sense that there are many 

resources available or potentially available for domestic violence victims which are simply not being 

utilized as effectively as they could be. 

Various key providers and stakeholders came together in October of 2021 with the University of 

Memphis Public Safety Institute and the Crime Commission to co-host the Forum on Breaking the 

Cycle of Domestic Violence. These services providers and other stakeholders included the Shelby 

County Crime Victims and Rape Crisis Center, the District Attorney’s Victim/Witness Unit, the Family 

Safety Center, CasaLuz, Kindred Place, the YWCA, the Memphis Area Women’s Council, the Domestic 

Violence Council, the Memphis Police Department, and the Shelby County Sheriff’s Office. 

Common themes at the forum were the need for more coordination of service providers and more 

efficient responses to the needs of victims. 

At the individual domestic violence case level, there is a need for a robust and comprehensive 

coordinated, trauma-informed approach to address the needs of victims (and hold perpetrators 

accountable). At a higher level, there is a need for more coordination in providing existing services 

coupled with a plan to address gaps in services. 

A coordinated rapid response team approach to domestic violence has grown in recent years, with the 

goal of improving services to domestic violence survivors, while also lessening the chance of repeat 

abuse (Shorey, Tirone, and Stuart, 2014). While there is no standardized protocol for implementing 

community response care (Klevens et al., 2008), a coordinated response often includes local service 

providers, including police, advocates, health care providers, and others who form a relationship to fill 

the gaps in service provision for survivors (Sullivan, 2006). The goal is to provide more comprehensive 

responses for victims, including reducing or eliminating violence and providing victims with 

appropriate resources such as orders of protection, healthcare, housing and others (Shorey et al., 

2014).   

Due to efforts involving multiple organizations and services, research has often focused on 

investigating how each organization affects victims but has not traditionally focused on the impact of 

rapid response teams as a whole unit. Overwhelmingly the research conducted has been on advocacy 

interventions, though this work has also looked at criminal justice approaches. For instance, a 

longitudinal outreach compared to more criminal justice-based referral programs on women’s 

distress and safety following police-reported domestic violence found that advocacy outreach 

resulted in less PTSD, depression and fear for women in the referral group. Victims connected to 

advocacy groups expressed more readiness to leave their abusers, and women in the outreach groups 

were more likely to be engaged in the overall prosecution of their offenders (DePrince et al., 2012). 

Criminal justice research has commonly focused on the effects of first response teams used by police 

departments to assist victims in finding shelter and support (Sullivan, 2006). Carr (1982) analyzed the 

effects of first response teams on victims of domestic violence one year after implementation and 
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found that 79 percent of victims found the teams helpful. Unfortunately, further research, especially 

program evaluation, in this area remains somewhat limited. Other research has considered how 

cognitive-behavioral interventions impact sheltered, abused women with PTSD. A randomized 

controlled experiment found that women in cognitive-behavioral interventions typically reported less 

abuse 6 months after post-treatment, as well as overall reductions in PTSD, compared to those who 

did not receive services (Johnson, Zlotnick, and Perez, 2011). Coordinated community response 

efforts have also helped women find employment (Chronister, Wettersten, and Brown, 2004) and 

considered how employment affected their relationship with abusers. 

In our community, A Domestic Violence Review and Response Team (DVRRT), a multi-disciplinary 

collaborative, exists under the auspices of the Family Safety Center of Memphis and Shelby County. Its 

mission is to bring closure to high-risk cases through a coordinated team approach that addresses 

outstanding issues and identifies systemic gaps in service, particularly as they relate to holding 

perpetrators accountable and meeting clients’ immediate need for safety and other service options. 

The collaborative comprises key individuals from the District Attorney’s Office, Memphis Area Legal 

Services, law enforcement and other mission-aligned partners. The collaborative meets monthly to 

review the status of all clients deemed high-risk as determined by the client’s statement and a “high 

danger” assessment score. While the DVRRT meeting structure is focused on the offender, it could be 

expanded to include a “stock take” of efforts to support the victim and mitigate revictimization. The 

structure of DVVRT provides a framework that can serve as a foundation for developing a trauma-

informed approach suitable for addressing victims’ long-term needs to ensure a sustainable transition 

from victim to survivor. 

What is missing is an effort to look at and address the broader picture of a sustained, coordinated 

approach to domestic violence so that (1) victims are aware of existing services, including services 

that support and empower victims to leave their abusers for good; (2) there is easy access to those 

services; (3) there are adequate services to meet the demand; and (4) effective steps are taken to 

reduce the number and percentage of offenders, especially repeat offenders. 

In this particular case, the call for action is actually (1) development of a strategic plan to address 

domestic violence followed by (2) implementation of that plan. The University of Memphis has been in 

discussions with the State of Tennessee about possible funding of a strategic planning process. 

District Attorney Amy Weirich has agreed to chair a Domestic Violence Task Force made up of key 

stakeholders to oversee development of the strategic plan and its implementation.  

As the designated go-to organization in Memphis and Shelby County for victims of intimate partner 

violence, especially at their point of crisis, the Family Safety Center is intended to serve as a gateway 

to an array of additional services through its relationships with a collaborative cohort of 

multidisciplinary agencies. The Family Safety Center has agreed to take a leading role in this effort to 

achieve greater synergy among agencies that work toward breaking the cycle of violence for victims. 

 

 



 

47 | P a g e  
 

 

 

Action Step 20 

Enact truth-in-sentencing state legislation to insure accountability for criminal conduct and 

confidence in our state’s sentencing structure. 

❖ OUTCOME:  An increase in the percentage of state prison beds used for violent offenders. 

❖ KEY STAKEHOLDERS:  D.A.’s Office; Tennessee General Assembly 

In September of 2015, Governor Bill Haslam’s Task Force on Sentencing and Recidivism issued its final 

report. The very first recommendation in that report was to hold offenders more accountable by 

instituting “. . . truth in sentencing for felony convictions that result in incarceration through the 

establishment of a clear minimum period of incarceration that is conveyed to all interested parties at 

the time of sentencing.” The task force noted the need for a sentencing system of “transparency and 

certainty.” The task force went on to state, “The present structure in Tennessee engenders confusion 

among all participants in the justice system – prosecutors, judges, defense attorneys, defendants, and 

victims alike – and therefore undermines public confidence in the justice system.” 

In a recent guest column in The Commercial Appeal, House Majority Leader William Lamberth 

reiterated the conclusions of the task force, noting that “. . . the current structure is a grossly 

inaccurate reflection of the real time that will be served. More troubling is that our current structure 

offers very little transparency at the time of sentencing. No one – not a judge, not a prosecutor or even 

a defendant’s attorney – can accurately tell an offender or a victim how long of a prison sentence will 

be served.” 

In addition to the credibility of our state’s criminal justice system, the current system arguably fails to 

hold many serious offenders adequately accountable. A prime example is offenders convicted of 

aggravated assault. The vast majority of non-fatal shootings are due to guns used in aggravated 

assaults. Reported aggravated assaults have been increasing consistently in our community since 

2011, with a disturbing 35 percent increase in 2020 compared to 2019. And aggravated assaults make 

up over 80 percent of all reported major violent crimes in Memphis/Shelby County. 

Yet, our state system fails to hold many aggravated assault perpetrators adequately accountable, or 

serve as a deterrent to other would-be perpetrators. Aggravated assault is Class C felony, with a 

standard sentencing range of 3-6 years. An offender convicted of aggravated assault is eligible for 

probation, with no incarceration whatsoever. Assuming, though, that the court sentences a convicted 

offender to incarceration for 4 years, he is eligible for parole after serving 30 percent, or 1.2 years. On 

top of that, he is entitled to additional time off the sentence for “good behavior” and credit for any 

time spent in jail awaiting trial (or a plea of guilty). In effect, someone convicted of aggravated assault 

with a gun and technically sentenced to 4 years of incarceration can be back in the community almost 

immediately, a scenario frustrating to law enforcement, prosecutors, victims, and judges. 

JUSTICE SYSTEM REFORM 
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The federal sentencing system has no parole, with sentences having real meaning. Some states also 

have a form of truth-in-sentencing, Virginia being an example. 

Abolition of parole was a key issue in the 1993 gubernatorial campaign in Virginia. The newly elected 

governor appointed a task force to review Virginia’s system and recommend changes. At town hall 

meetings throughout the state, the task force heard concerns over the lack of transparency and the 

need for truth-in- sentencing. Under the state’s parole system, inmates often served a fraction of the 

sentences ordered by the courts (Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission, 2020). 

In 1994, Virginia enacted sentencing reform legislation implementing a truth-in-sentencing system. 

Under Virginia’s truth-in-sentencing, convicted felons sentenced to incarceration are serving at least 

85 percent of the incarceration time sentenced by the courts. Violent offenders are targeted for longer 

terms of incarceration. “Violent offender” status is based on a person’s entire criminal history, 

including juvenile adjudication, and burglaries are included in the definition of violent crime (Virginia 

Criminal Sentencing Commission, 2020). 

At the same time, for non-violent offenders, a risk assessment was developed by Virginia to determine 

which cases should be recommended for alternative sanctions to incarceration. Roughly 51 percent of 

convicted non-violent offenders are recommended for alternatives to incarceration. Each year, 

roughly 3,000 low-risk drug and property felony offenders are recommended for alternative sanctions 

rather than incarceration. (Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission, 2020). 

In 1994, 69 percent of prison beds in Virginia held violent felons. By 2013, 81 percent of prison beds 

were occupied by violent felons (Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission,2020). 

Virginia appears to be doing a good job of using its prison beds for those offenders with reason for the 

public to fear, holding those offenders accountable through “real” prison sentences, and using its 

system as a deterrent to violent crime. 

According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report for 2019, Virginia had the sixth lowest violent crime rate 

in the nation – 208.0 reported violent crimes per 100,000 population. (Four of the five states with lower 

rates were in New England.) By contrast, Tennessee had the third highest violent crime rate in the 

nation – 595.2 reported violent crimes per 100,00 population, almost three times Virginia’s rate, with 

the city of Memphis accounting for roughly 30 percent of the total. 

Truth-in-sentencing can take many different forms – ranging from elimination of parole to making the 

eligible parole date the real earliest release date rather than the “sliding scale” Tennessee has now. 

We need change in order to ensure more accountability for criminal conduct and confidence in our 

state’s sentencing structure – especially when it comes to violent crime. 
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