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Before Incarceration

Militarization of Police
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Photos like these—of heavily armed police confronting 
protesters in Ferguson, brought to American TV screens, 
newspapers, and 
web browsers—
brought the 
militarization of 
American police 
forces crashing 
into the public 
consciousness in 
the summer of 
2014.
 
In the 1940’s 
and ‘50’s, liberals 
wanted local 
police forces professionalized and trained so they would 
better protect blacks from white violence. Conservatives 
went along with 
this because they 
hoped to use 
police to curb 
“lawlessness” on 
the part of blacks 
protesting for 
civil rights. !e 
1968 Safe Streets 
Act gave block 
grants to the 
states for training 
and equipment, 
but left control 
of the funding almost entirely up to state governments. 
State politics and racial animus led to the almost universal 
direction of money towards riot control and militarization, 
rather than crime prevention and rehabilitation.138

!e 1033 program, instituted in 1997, allows the Department 
of Defense to share equipment it no longer needs with 

state or local 
law enforcement 
agencies. !is can 
include the range 
of items used by 
America’s military—
clothing and o"ce 
supplies, tools and 
rescue equipment, 
vehicles, ri#es, and 
other small arms. 

!ere’s no federal 
requirement for 

state or local lawmakers to approve or have oversight of the 
equipment transfers.139 !at’s part of why “[critics] call it 

a shadowy program 
that lacks oversight 
and lets police 
request anything 
they want, regardless 
of whether they 
need it.” 140 Nine 
states (California, 
Connecticut, 
Indiana, Minnesota, 
Montana, New 
Hampshire, New 
Jersey, Tennessee, 
and Vermont) 

have bills in process that would ban or cut back police 
militarization.141   
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Another way the police have become militarized is in the 
increasing prevalence and use of SWAT (Special Weapons 
And Tactics) teams. Originally created to help police deal 
with hostage 
situations, active 
shooters, and the 
like, these are 
increasingly being 
used as part of 
the drug war—for 
instance, to execute 
‘no-knock’ search 
warrants in the 
middle of the 
night. Police burst 
into a home with 
guns drawn, often 
forcing their way 
through the front 
door or window. 
!e results are 
often chaotic and 
deadly.

Police respond 
that criminals 
now have access to 
more powerful weaponry, police too need better equipment 
in order to remain safe. (We would say that is an argument 
for better gun control.) Isolated examples in which police in 
rural areas have deployed heavy vehicles wisely142 do not, 
however, answer for the systemic problem. Use of military 
equipment by police scares citizens and creates a hostile 

climate on the streets. !is practice also can a$ect the 
approach of police o"cers. When you are dressed and armed 
like a soldier, you’re more inclined to think like one.143

  
In May 2015, 
President Obama 
announced steps 
to eliminate 
some of the 
most militarized 
equipment , but 
analyses of the 
1033 program 
show that the 
new policy makes 
little di$erence 
in practice; 
the restricted 
categories made up 
a tiny percentage 
of the equipment 
that was previously 
released.144

    

Further Reading
“War Comes Home: !e Excessive Militarization of 
American Policing.” ACLU, June 2014. https://www.aclu.
org/sites/default/%les/assets/jus14-warcomeshome-report-
web-rel1.pdf

142 KWWS���ZZZ�POLYH�FRP�QHZV�JUDQG�UDSLGV�LQGH[�VVI���������ZHVWBPLFKLJDQBSROLFHBEHHÀQJBX�KWPO
143 KWWS���Q\PDJ�FRP�VFLHQFHRIXV���������KRZ�PLOLWDUL]LQJ�SROLFH�FDQ�LQFUHDVH�YLROHQFH�KWPO
144 KWWS���ZZZ�QSU�RUJ�VHFWLRQV�WKHWZR�ZD\����������������������ZKLWH�KRXVH�EDQ�RQ�PLOLWDUL]HG�JHDU�IRU�SROLFH�PD\�PHDQ�OLWWOH
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Before Incarceration

Facts and Figures
1033 Program:

the 1033 program has 
transferred more than 
$5.4 billion worth of 
property, including 
$980 million in 
2014—meaning the 
#ow of supplies has 
accelerated.146 

States is classi%ed by 
the Drug Enforcement 
Agency as a “high-
intensity drug 
tra"cking area,” which 
means police there get 
priority for military 
tactical vehicles.��� 

Diego Uni%ed 
School District police 
department received 
an armored combat 
vehicle through the 
1033 program. 

departments across 
the country have 
been suspended from 
1033 for misplacing 
equipment, including assault ri#es, shotguns, and Humvees.148 

SWAT Teams:

of SWAT teams 
nationwide 
has expanded 
dramatically, and 
smaller and smaller 
police departments 
are out%tting them. 
From the mid-1980’s 
to the late 1990’s, the 
number of SWAT 
teams in cities of 
over 50,000 almost 
doubled, to 89% of 
police departments. 
In cities of between 
25-50,000 people, 
the rate soared from 
20% in the mid-
1980’s to over 80% 
by 2007.149 

were about 3000 
incidents of SWAT 
deployments 
nationwide. Today, 
the number is 50,000 
annually.150 

found that, from 
2011-2012, 79% of 

SWAT deployments were to execute search warrants.151 

145 KWWS���DEFQHZV�JR�FRP�86�IDPLO\�WRGGOHU�LQMXUHG�VZDW�JUHQDGH�IDFHV��P�PHGLFDO�VWRU\"LG ��������
146 KWWS���ZZZ�GLVSRVLWLRQVHUYLFHV�GOD�PLO�OHVR�SDJHV�GHIDXOW�DVS[
����KWWS���ZZZ�ZDVKLQJWRQSRVW�FRP�EORJV�ZRQNEORJ�ZS������������WKH�SHQWDJRQ�JDYH�QHDUO\�KDOI�D�ELOOLRQ�GROODUV�RI�PLOLWDU\�JHDU�WR�
�������ORFDO�ODZ�HQIRUFHPHQW�ODVW�\HDU�
148 KWWS���IXVLRQ�QHW�VWRU\������IXVLRQ�LQYHVWLJDWHV�KRZ�GLG�DPHULFDV�SROLFH�GHSDUWPHQWV�ORVH�ORDGV�RI�PLOLWDU\�LVVXHG�ZHDSRQV�
149 KWWS���ZZZ�HFRQRPLVW�FRP�QHZV�XQLWHG�VWDWHV����������DPHULFDV�SROLFH�KDYH�EHFRPH�WRR�PLOLWDULVHG�FRSV�RU�VROGLHUV
150 KWWS���ZZZ�HFRQRPLVW�FRP�QHZV�XQLWHG�VWDWHV����������DPHULFDV�SROLFH�KDYH�EHFRPH�WRR�PLOLWDULVHG�FRSV�RU�VROGLHUV
151 KWWSV���ZZZ�DFOX�RUJ�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ÀOHV�DVVHWV�MXV���ZDUFRPHVKRPH�UHSRUW�ZHE�UHO��SGI
152 KWWSV���ZZZ�DFOX�RUJ�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ÀOHV�DVVHWV�MXV���ZDUFRPHVKRPH�UHSRUW�ZHE�UHO��SGI


