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February 17, 2023

To: Mayor Ed Gainey

Re: Increasing Law Enforcement Patrols Downtown

Dear Mayor Gainey,

| am writing to you to express the concerns of the ACLU of Pennsylvania about
the city’s proposal to expand policing in downtown Pittsburgh. According to a
recent article, the city plans to increase the number of police in downtown
Pittsburgh, including by using county police to patrol downtown. While the
effort may be to address concerns that allegedly unruly behavior of youth could
drive away visitors or tenants from downtown Pittsburgh, we urge you to look to
alternatives for addressing youth misbehavior or violence, such as investing in
safe locations for youth to gather after school.!

City council recently voted to explore the creation of 24-hour youth support
centers. We hope that you will follow the council’s lead in considering ways to
support our youth that benefit their physical, emotional, and social well-being
and do not involve law enforcement and the criminal legal system. More police
will only heighten the disparities between the number of Black youth stopped,
arrested, and cited by city police officers compared to white youth.

Increasing law enforcement will do little to address the root of the behavior.
Research has found that over-policing low-level offenses in communities of color
is not only ineffective at reducing violent crime but can also lead to youth feeling
increased rates of anxiety and depression, withdrawing from civic life, dropping
out of school, and experiencing lasting distrust of police systems, as happened in
New York City with “stop and frisk” practices.?

Further, increasing policing to address incidents of violence has been shown to have little effect and
perpetuates or exacerbates racial inequities. Sean Campbell, a researcher at Columbia University, found
that “Black people account for a disproportionate amount of police actions across the board, by the
Pittsburgh Police Department’s own annual report. Even though the city is only 23% Black, Black people

account for nearly two thirds of all arrests.
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When over 80% of youth (under 18) arrested are Black, increasing police presence downtown at times
when our youth are going to or returning from school will likely further exacerbate these disparities
while doing little to nothing to address concerns with behavior or violence.

Studies have shown that funding community violence interruption programs in Chicago,*> New

York,®” and Philadelphia® reduced violence in those cities. Funding for other community-based
programs, such as increasing summer employment opportunities, counseling availability, and
wraparound services for youth living in disinvested areas, has also helped to reduce violence. However,
even more work must be done in addition to those programs to address the roots of violence, as these
efforts “are community interventions to treat the symptoms of violence, but not to transform the
neighborhood conditions that create it.”°

Rather than relying on law enforcement or the criminal legal system to address youth misbehavior or
incidents of violence, we call on the city to invest in non-carceral, non-punitive strategies that have been
proven to work. A comprehensive report by The Brookings Institution provides guidance on how to
address violence in our community. ¥ It analyzes the “four key dimensions of community well-being”
that “can provide promising non-carceral alternatives for community safety,” and, if followed, could
serve as a model for Pittsburgh.

This work should be done in collaboration with youth and the organizations that serve them across the
city. Youth participation in community-based programs or after-school activities has been shown to
reduce the likelihood of criminal behavior and are a better investment of city funds than increasing law
enforcement patrols in downtown Pittsburgh.

Sincerely,
Ghadah Makoshi, Community Advocate, ACLU-PA
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