Workshop 2: Gangs Policing: Raids and Database Usage Training Guide

This guide equips participants with an understanding of the NYPD s gang policing practices and fosters
critical thinking about alternative approaches to public safety, moving toward a fairer, community-driven
strategy.

Main Takeaways for Participants:

e Participants will leave with a general understanding of how law enforcement entities utilize
databases to surveil and criminalize our communities.

e Participants will learn about advocacy efforts in other US cities to abolish harmful and racist
gangs databases.

e Participants will engage in a know your rights training to learn defense tools in the event of a
search or arrest.

e  Gain insight into how the NYPD’s Gangs Database functions, its intended purpose, and critiques
regarding its utility and impact. Understand the aggressive tactics used in gang policing raids,
particularly the Bronx 120 raid, and the effects of these raids on communities.

e Explore alternative approaches to gang policing, including community-driven and restorative
justice models. Learn about the criteria for inclusion in the NYPD’s Gangs Database, raising
awareness of biases and ethical concerns.

Section Breakdown:

How Precincts Use the Gangs Database

The NYPD’s Gangs Database is presented as a centralized intelligence resource, compiling data on
alleged gangs, crews, and cliques—such as names, incidents, locations, group dynamics, and supposed
memberships. While precincts claim it aids long-term investigations, critics suggest it’s more reactive
than genuinely preventive. Access is reportedly limited to authorized NYPD personnel for "legitimate"
law enforcement purposes, though it serves only as an investigative lead and not as concrete evidence of
criminal behavior. Precincts use the database to monitor individuals they consider suspicious, assessing
potential connections in an effort they assert helps reduce gang violence. Inclusion in the database is
based on loosely defined criteria, including, at times, unsubstantiated self-admission.

Discussion Questions:

e How does the presence of a Gangs Database impact the relationship between communities and
law enforcement?

e What are the potential risks associated with using social media and association as evidence for
gang affiliation?

Gangs Policing Raids



Gang policing raids involve aggressive tactics, including heavy-handed arrests and SWAT teams, which
have been criticized for traumatizing communities and failing to address the underlying causes of
violence. These large-scale raids often result in the arrest of numerous individuals, disrupting entire
communities, tearing families apart, and leaving lasting negative impacts. There is also significant debate
over the effectiveness of these operations, with some arguing that they do little to reduce gang violence
and instead reinforce cycles of criminalization and incarceration.

Gang Policing Raids: Bronx 120

The Bronx 120 raid, carried out in the early hours of April 27, 2016, saw nearly 700 officers from various
agencies, including the NYPD, ATF, DEA, and Homeland Security, descend on Eastchester Gardens and
nearby Bronx neighborhoods. Despite helicopters and heavily armed SWAT teams executing no-knock
warrants, which police called the “largest gang takedown in NYC history,” the operation’s impact appears
questionable. Of the 120 people indicted, only 35 faced serious conspiracy convictions, while over a third
received minimal or no prison time, indicating that many were likely not significant offenders. Many
defendants were not accused of violent crimes, with 50-60 having no alleged gang affiliation, and nearly
half had already been prosecuted for similar offenses. These factors suggest that the raid’s expansive
approach may have targeted numerous individuals with limited or no involvement in serious criminal
activity, raising concerns about the justification and lasting impact of such a large-scale operation.

Operation Crew Cut

Under Mayor Bill de Blasio, the NYPD introduced "Operation Crew Cut," aiming to combat gang activity
by doubling the officers focused on teenagers "loosely affiliated" with neighborhood blocks, who police
claimed were behind much of the violence in public housing. This pivot to gang policing came as
stop-and-frisk lost political and legal backing, suggesting a rebranding effort rather than a shift in
approach. By highlighting gang

Discussion Questions:

e What benefits, if any, do large-scale raids offer in addressing gang violence?
e In what ways might such tactics harm communities or reinforce incarceration cycles?
e What alternative methods could be more effective in fostering community safety?

Alternative Approaches

Community members and advocates are vocal in their push to dismantle the gang database, advocating
instead for approaches rooted in community involvement and restorative justice to effectively address
violence. They contend that investing in social services, education, and employment opportunities
provides a more lasting and constructive solution. Core strategies proposed include implementing
community-centered alternative response models and enlisting "Credible Messengers"—mentors who
have firsthand experience with the justice system and can build authentic, impactful relationships with
youth who are most at risk. These advocates believe that such measures are far more likely to foster real
safety and community resilience

Discussion Questions:



e Who are "Credible Messengers," and how can they influence at-risk youth positively?
e What resources are essential to implementing restorative justice and other community-centered
models effectively?

Criteria for Gangs Database Inclusion

e Self-Admission: Individuals may be added to the gang database if they self-identify as gang
members, either in direct statements to NYPD officers or through social media posts, where even
casual language could be interpreted as affiliation.

e Identification by “Reliable” Sources: Inclusion can occur based on identification by two
independent sources that the NYPD considers reliable, raising questions about what qualifies
these sources as trustworthy.

e Association Indicators: Individuals may be added if they meet at least two out of six broad criteria
that imply gang association, such as:

o Spending time in areas labeled as gang hotspots, particularly NYCHA developments,
which may unfairly target certain communities.

o Socializing or simply appearing in photos with individuals already identified as gang
members, regardless of actual involvement.

o Displaying symbols, colors, or tattoos that the NYPD interprets as gang-related, though
these may have personal or cultural significance unrelated to gang activity.

o Being arrested in proximity to known gang members, a criterion that risks labeling
individuals based solely on association.

e Social Media Surveillance: The NYPD heavily monitors social media, tracking self-admissions,
friendships, behaviors, and event attendance to justify adding individuals to the database. This
reliance on online presence raises concerns about privacy and the risk of misinterpretation based
on superficial or circumstantial evidence.

Discussion Questions:

e Should individuals be included in the Gangs Database based solely on association or social media
behavior?
e How might these broad criteria disproportionately impact marginalized communities?

Erase the Database Work in Other Cities
Los Angeles: "Erase the Gang Database" Campaign

The "Erase the Gang Database" campaign in Los Angeles seeks to eliminate the gang database due to
concerns about discrimination and inaccuracy. Advocates prioritize transparency, accountability, and the
ability for individuals to contest their inclusion, pushing instead for investment in community-based
safety initiatives. After LAPD officers were found to submit false reports, the California Attorney General
restricted their access to the statewide database, amplifying calls for comprehensive reform. Legislative
efforts aim to ensure strict oversight, with community groups demanding the database’s full dismantling
to protect communities of color.

Portland: Ending Discriminatory Practices and Database Elimination



In Portland, the gang database was dismantled due to concerns over racial bias and limited effectiveness
in crime reduction. Efforts focused on addressing its disproportionate impact on minority communities
and promoting policy changes to prevent the creation of similar databases in the future. Advocacy groups
now work to address past harms and push for community-led safety initiatives as alternatives to
traditional gang databases, emphasizing equity and restorative approaches.

Chicago: Abolishing the Gang Database and Securing Legal Protections

In Chicago, efforts to abolish the gang database focus on addressing issues of racial bias and inaccuracy.
Activists push for transparency, allowing individuals to know if they are listed and to contest their
inclusion, and advocate for redirecting resources toward community-based violence prevention. Progress
includes securing legal protections like stricter inclusion criteria, an appeals process, and the elimination
of “gang arrest cards.” A major milestone was reached when the Community Commission on Public
Safety and Accountability voted to completely erase the database.

These efforts in Los Angeles, Portland, and Chicago reflect a broader movement to dismantle gang
databases over concerns of racial bias, inaccuracy, and limited effectiveness. These campaigns emphasize
transparency, accountability, and investment in community-driven programs addressing root social issues.
Collectively, they signal a shift toward equitable, community-centered public safety models over punitive
surveillance.

Discussion Questions:

e What lessons from other cities can New York advocates use to address racial bias, inaccuracy, and
accountability in the gang database system?

e What potential positive and negative impacts could dismantling New York City's gang database
have on local communities?

e In what ways could New York City invest in alternative, community-led safety programs that
address the root causes of violence while promoting equity and restorative justice?

Privacy Risks in the Gang Database

Though gang database inclusion isn’t public, privacy risks remain, especially during media-covered raids
that expose individuals publicly, via the extremely suggestive massive perp walk. Multi-agency
operations often share personal data across law enforcement, impacting areas like housing (e.g., exclusion
letters), court outcomes (bail, pleas, sentencing), and immigration status. Despite NYPD’s claims of
limited data sharing, evidence shows this information can lead to lasting harm in affected communities.

Discussion Questions:
1. What are the potential consequences of public exposure during media-covered raids for
individuals listed in the gang database?
2. How might multi-agency data sharing impact an individual’s housing, legal standing, or
immigration status?
3. How can communities respond to the not contradictions between NYPD’s data-sharing claims
and the actual impacts on affected individuals?



Due Process

Being listed in the gang database is not evidence of criminal activity and cannot legally justify stops,
arrests, or other enforcement actions. Yet, there are serious concerns about the lack of transparency and
due process surrounding the database. Many individuals remain unaware of their inclusion, with no
established way to contest or remove themselves from the list. This lack of accountability raises critical
issues, especially as advocates push for fairer, more transparent practices amid skepticism about police
oversight and the true intent behind the database.

Discussion Questions:
1. What are the consequences for individuals who cannot challenge or remove themselves from the
gang database?
2. How does the lack of transparency regarding who is included in the gang database impact
community trust in law enforcement?
3. How might increase transparency and due process lead to more accountability of law enforcement
regarding the gang database?

Review and Removal

The NYPD asserts that it reviews database entries every three years and on individuals' 23rd and 28th
birthdays to determine if they should remain listed, with a supposed option for individuals to request
reviews. However, most individuals, including minors, are not notified when added, leaving them
unaware they are under surveillance and unable to challenge their status. Further, reports suggest that
sealed criminal records are used to justify inclusion, raising serious legal and ethical questions about
confidentiality, fairness, and police accountability.

Discussion Questions:
1. What are the harmful impacts of not notifying individuals of their inclusion in the gang database,
especially for minors?
2. How does the use of sealed records to justify database inclusion impact public trust in law
enforcement and police accountability?
3. What changes are needed to make the review and removal process more transparent and fairer for
individuals listed in the database?

Filing a Complaint

The “Foil Yourself Campaign” was launched to confront the secrecy and lack of transparency around the
gang database. It allows New Yorkers to request records from the NYPD about their potential inclusion.
Additionally, individuals can file complaints with the Civilian Complaint Review Board (CCRB) to
initiate an internal review of their case and database status. This campaign seeks to promote
accountability and offers a way for individuals to challenge police practices often hidden from public
oversight.

Discussion Questions:
1. How can the “Foil Yourself Campaign” help with transparency and accountability in NYPD’s
handling of the gang database?



2. What challenges could individuals face when filing a complaint with the CCRB, and how can the
community support them in this process?

3. In what ways does the ability to request records or file complaints impact community trust in law
enforcement?

Why Abolition , NOT REFORM ?

The push for abolishing the gang database stems from the repeated failure of reforms to tackle core issues
in law enforcement. Reforms often lead to surface-level changes that leave intact the deeper issues
responsible for racial profiling, excessive force, and strained community relations. Abolition, seeks to
completely remove these harmful practices, replacing them with community-driven safety initiatives.
Abolition prioritizes social services, mental health support, and economic investment, directly targeting
the factors that can lead to gang involvement. By ending gang policing, NYC could redirect resources to
build genuine safety and equity within communities, moving toward a truly safer New York City for
everyone.

Discussion Questions:
1. Why are attempts at reforms not a good approach to the gang database, and why do reforms fall
short?
2. How might community-led initiatives offer more effective solutions to the issues gang policing
seeks to address?
3. What could a reallocation of resources from gang policing to social services look like in practice,
and how might it impact public safety in our communities?



