
Police Reform
Overhauling current policing practices and standards can reduce the
harmful impacts of police brutality and ensure the safety of all people.

(Photo courtesy by NBC News)

The Impact
On May 25, 2020, 46-year-old George Floyd, a Black man, was arrested for buying cigarettes

using a counterfeit bill. Within minutes after the arrest, Floyd’s neck had been pinned to the ground
under the force of three police officers and he was unconscious. He died shortly afterward. The event
was captured on videos taken by bystanders that went viral on various media platforms.

The violent death of George Floyd shocked the nation. However, this was far from the first
instance of police brutality. Prior to his death, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, Alton Sterling
and Breyonna Taylor were just a few of many other Black victims killed at the hands of police officers.

Due to these numerous tragedies from police brutality and the resulting outrage and protests
that occurred during the summer of 2020, many states began taking action to reform police
departments to prevent the continuation of racially based violence and killing by law enforcement
officers.

Description
In Massachusetts the police reform package, titled the Reform, Shift and Build Act, was enacted

on December 31, 2020, to transform the state’s policing system via training, oversight and use-of-force
protocols. The law includes police training on the history of slavery, lynching and racism in the U.S., a
ban on racial profiling by law enforcement, a requirement for data to be collected on all stops, frisks and
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searches in order to hold officers accountable, and training on de-escalation techniques and how to
respond to mental health emergencies.

To provide oversight, the state created a ​​Peace Officer Standards and Training (POST)
commission with the power to investigate misconduct independently and with subpoena power to
compel witnesses and documents as part of its investigations. In most cases, law enforcement will
need a warrant from a court to run a facial recognition search. A state task force will propose a uniform
code for the purchase and use of body cameras, requirements for storage and transfer of the
recordings and discipline for not using the cameras correctly. There will also be a review of the civil
service system to promote diversity.

Changes in use-of-force protocols include a ban on chokeholds and on shooting at moving
vehicles except when deadly force is necessary. Officers need to have tried de-escalation tactics, and
the harm from the “less lethal” option needs to be proportionate to the threat from the person or group
targeted. Any use of tear gas, rubber bullets or dogs needs to be reported to the POST commission.

Before planned mass protests or demonstrations, police departments are required to “attempt in
good faith” to communicate with organizers of the event. Police have an explicit duty to intervene and
report if a fellow officer is using unreasonable force. And police departments have to have a policy and
procedure for officers to report abuse by a colleague without fear of retaliation.

Portland, Ore., took a different approach. After responding to cries to defund the police by
making drastic cuts in 2020, the Portland City Council and mayor increased the police budget in 2021,
investing in programs aimed at mitigating police violence. By reinstating gun and gang violence teams,
and by supporting anti-gun violence nonprofits, Portland has seen a decline in gun-related violence in
the past year. The department’s enhanced Crisis Intervention Training offers special training for police
officers whose primary role is to respond in a non-escalatory manner to people experiencing behavioral
health crises. With more funding, the Police Bureau has been working on building a better relationship
with community members, and creating more of a sense of protection for community members rather
than perpetuating a strained and tense relationship.

Where It's Been Implemented
In response to devastating, high-profile cases of police brutality, as of 2021, about 30 states and

Washington, D.C., had enacted new police reforms ranging from improved training to new codes
requiring officers to wear a body cam. Massachusetts has been noted as having one of the strongest
Peace Officer Standards and Training (POST) commissions in the country and has executed numerous
reforms that can serve as a model for other states.

After initially cutting millions from the police budget in 2020, the City of Portland has recently
increased the amount of money allotted to its police department. This has allowed the department to
bring back its gun and gang violence specialized teams as well as direct more funding toward the
Enhanced Crisis Intervention Training Program.

Key Drivers
Increasing the widespread implementation of rigorous police reform laws such as the Reform,

Shift and Build Act will have numerous positive impacts on the community. These new practices and
restrictions will help reduce instances of police brutality, preventing further deaths at the hands of law
enforcement, particularly within the Black community. Such practices will also help counter the
devastating impacts of systemic racism, as seen in racial profiling and mass incarceration, on
communities of color. With these reforms, citizens' lives will be protected and they will feel more safe in
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the hands of law enforcement. This reassurance will help citizens feel more comfortable reaching out to
the police for help when it is needed.

Key Factors for Success
Furthering the reach of strong police reform bills and ensuring their implementation requires the

support of politicians as well as the advocacy of citizens. Police departments must also work to ensure
that these reforms are put into practice and successfully enforced over the long term.

Key Obstacles
Obstacles to police reform bills being passed largely involve opposition from some

law-and-order advocates who are against reform. Ensuring the implementation of reforms will require
the dedication of police departments in the impacted areas.

Timeline to Implementation
In early June 2020, a bipartisan group called the Senate Working Group on Racial Justice was

formed in Massachusetts in response to police brutality protests occuring that summer. The working
group mostly evaluated existing bills, which included the Reform, Shift and Build act proposed by the
Senate Ways and Means Committee in early July of 2020. By July 14 of that year, the Massachusetts
State Senate voted to pass the Reform, Shift and Build Act.
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