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Stop-and-Frisks Hit Record in 2011

By SEAN GARDINER 

FEBRUARY 14, 2012

New York City police officers stopped and questioned 684,330 people last year, a record number since the department started producing yearly tallies of the tactic. 

The total marked a 14% increase over 2010, according to statistics viewed by The Wall Street Journal on Monday. 


The City Council began requiring the New York Police Department to provide quarterly reports of stop-and-frisks in 2002. 

It couldn't be determined how many of the encounters in 2011 ended with officers frisking suspects, but typically, half end in pat-downs or searches. 

The tactic has been a source of tension for the department for years. Supporters say it has helped keep the city's crime rate at historic lows even as the ranks of officers have dwindled. Critics contend the practice often amounts to sanctioned harassment of young minority men. 

Of the 684,330 people stopped in 2011, about 12% were arrested or received summonses. The remainder weren't charged. That is a slight decrease from 2010, when 14% of people stopped were arrested or ticketed. 

Males made up 92% of the stops, 87% of the total were either black or Hispanic and whites were 9%. 

Those numbers were on par with past years.

Discussing the new figures on Monday, NYPD spokesman Paul Browne echoed Police Commissioner Raymond Kelly and Mayor Michael Bloomberg in defending the practice. 

"Stops save lives," Mr. Browne said. He estimated that over the past 10 years, there were 5,628 fewer homicides than in the decade before Mr. Bloomberg took office. 

"That is a remarkable achievement—5,628 lives saved—attributable to proactive policing strategies that included stops," Mr. Browne said.

Homicides were down 4% in 2011 and remained under 600 for the 10th straight year. Overall, major crime, which includes violent offenses and serious theft, ticked up by less than 1%. 

Mr. Browne said 8,263 weapons, including 819 guns, were recovered as a result of stops.

Donna Lieberman, executive director of the New York Civil Liberties Union, said for years, the NYPD has "cut off oversight and important questions by saying crime is down…crime rates were going down before the skyrocketing stop-and-frisk campaign."

Last week, City Council Speaker Christine Quinn, seen as a leading mayoral candidate for 2013, sent a letter to Mr. Kelly acknowledging that the policy had helped drive down the crime rate but expressing concern that the tactic sometimes has "sown distrust" in minority communities.

"I am concerned that a rift has developed between the police department and New Yorkers—particularly New Yorkers of color," Ms. Quinn wrote. 

Ms. Quinn was in Israel on Monday and couldn't be reached for comment on the new statistics. 

Critics of stop-and-frisk say the tactic is used disproportionately among minority men.

To make their case, they point to the city's racial composition: Blacks make up 25% of the city's population, Hispanics 29% and whites 33%, according to the 2010 census. In 2011, 53% of those stopped were black, 34% were Hispanic and 9% were white.

"It's amazing that the number of NYPD stops of innocent New Yorkers continues to skyrocket and the Bloomberg administration continues to fail to see this as a problem," said Ms. Lieberman of the civil-liberties union. "Once again we see a massive expenditure of resources for a tactic that fails to uncover criminal activity in all but a little more than 10% of the cases." 

Mr. Browne, the police spokesman, maintains that the stop numbers "comport by race with victim-crime reports." In 2011, 66% of violent-crime suspects were black, 34% were Hispanics and 9% white. 

Mr. Browne said that the number of stops viewed in a vacuum is a large number. But "for context," he said, police made 413,573 arrests and issued 409,000 criminal summonses. Both require "probable cause," a standard higher than the "reasonable suspicion" required for stops, he said.

—Michael Howard Saul contributed to this article.
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