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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Civilian oversight of police has been debated in
Worcester for more than half a century. Beginning with
the creation of the Human Rights Commission in 1970,
successive decades have seen renewed calls for
independent review in response to high-profile incidents
and broader concerns about accountability. Despite these
repeated discussions, Worcester has not established a
civilian oversight body.

Today, Worcester stands as the 114th largest city in
the United States and the second largest in New
England, yet it remains one of the few major cities in
the nation without a civilian review board or
comparable oversight structure. More than half of the
200 largest U.S. cities have adopted such mechanisms, and
within the region, Boston, Providence, Cambridge,
Hartford, and New Haven all operate oversight entities.
Worcester's absence is striking in this context—and even
more so in light of the December 2024 U.S. Department of
Justice findings report, which identified systemic
weaknesses in the city’s internal accountability systems.

KEY FINDINGS

e A history of revisited but unrealized proposals.
Calls for oversight arose in the 1970s, 1990s, 2000s,
and 2010s, typically following incidents or
investigations that drew public concern. Each effort
generated discussion but ultimately did not result in
permanent structures.

e Oversight is widespread nationally. Research shows
that a majority of large U.S. cities operate with an
oversight entity, ranging from review boards to
investigatory or hybrid models. Worcester s
noticeably absent among its peers.

e Current systems may fall short of best oversight
practices. Worcester has systems for oversight—such
as the Bureau of Professional Standards, the Human
Rights Commission, the Investigations Division of the
Executive Office of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion, and
the state POST Commission—but individually each
lack some of the principles that define effective civilian
oversight.

e Principles of effective oversight are well-
established. National research emphasizes
independence, investigatory authority, sustained

resources, and open reporting as the foundation of
trust and legitimacy.

The Worcester Regional Research Bureau recommends
that the City of Worcester establish a civilian oversight
entity to strengthen accountability and rebuild public
trust. Civilian oversight does not by itself guarantee
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changes in problematic practices; however, it ensures that
violations of law or residents’ rights are brought into the
open, creating an essential layer of accountability,
transparency, and democratic governance.

MINIMUM FEATURES OF EFFECTIVE OVERSIGHT

To be credible and effective, any civilian oversight entity in

Worcester must be built with certain baseline features:

operationalizing national principles of independence,

transparency, and accountability while adapting them to
local needs. At a minimum, these include:

1. Clear Jurisdictional Authority and Discretion:
Explicit power to investigate or review cases, prioritize
serious complaints and mediate where appropriate.

2. Scope and Execution of Investigations: Clearly
defined relationship with internal police processes,
avoiding duplication while ensuring independent
oversight of serious cases.

3. Independent Investigative Capacity: Professional
investigators and staff with authority to go beyond
second-guessing police inquiries.

4. Sufficient and Sustained Budget: Predictable
funding, insulated from political shifts, so resources
cannot be cut when findings prove inconvenient.

5. Selection and Appointment of Members: Multi-step
or multi-authority appointment process to reduce
political capture and reinforce independence.

6. Limits on Police Representation: Civilian-dominated
membership, with restrictions on current or former law
enforcement to preserve independence.

7. Representative and Inclusive Membership: Reflects
Worcester's diverse residents and districts.

8. Member Training Requirements: Structured training
in police policy, civil rights, and investigative standards
for informed, consistent decisions.

9. Access to Police Data Systems: Routine access to

complaints, use-of-force reports, and internal records

to support investigations and spot systemic patterns.

Subpoena Power: Ability to compel testimony and

obtain records, ensuring oversight is substantive, not

symbolic.

Transparency in Investigation Results: Public release

of findings and dispositions whenever possible,

balanced with confidentiality.

Regular and Public Reporting: Annual or quarterly

reports on cases, trends, and recommendations for

city leadership and the public.

Community Listening and Engagement: Active

public education, input, and accessibility across

neighborhoods.

Handling of Disciplinary Recommendations: Police

leadership must respond formally, explaining whether

recommendations are adopted and why.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the fact that governments in the United States consist of representatives elected by the people and
administrators appointed by those representatives, calls for civilian oversight of the police are not uncommon. While the
ultimate “boss” of a local police department is a Mayor, City Manager, or a Town or County Administrator, an additional
layer of civilian oversight is often desired among community residents. In that case, civilian oversight is really referring
to a review board or agency, filled with or staffed by members or employees that are not also police officers,
empowered to investigate complaints about the department or individual officers, and in some cases to help the
Police Department, City Council, and other members of community government create policies meant to guide
police and prevent future complaints.’

When a community calls for civilian review, what they are really looking for is an additional level of public oversight or
shared governance of the police, feeling that something, somewhere down the line of responsibility, has somehow failed
them. While it might not always be directly true that a community has been “failed,” even the perception of failure can
damage the trust between the public and its police department. Rebuilding that trust might require democratic
oversight.

In Worcester, various individuals and organizations have called for civilian oversight of law enforcement for many years,
stretching back at least as far as 1970. These calls have often occurred after a high-profile event involving the police. The
December 2024 release of the Department of Justice’s Pattern-or-Practice review of the Worcester Police Department is
the most recent such event. In March 2025, the City Manager communicated to City Council that he had asked the
Worcester Regional Research Bureau to perform an independent review and release a report on civilian review boards.
This is that review.

Conducting the research on this report shed light on the effective principles of these boards, the history of requests for
them in Worcester, and the practices that the Research Bureau believes would provide a sound foundation for one in
Worcester. In most of the instances in which the public called for a board in the City, officials and policymakers have
asked the community to wait while other reforms run their course. Given that this conversation has happened repeatedly,
it is well worth considering whether now is the time for an oversight agency. In that light, the Research Bureau does
recommend that the City of Worcester create a civilian oversight agency, within the bounds of municipal and
state law.

On the following pages, this report will: (1) define civilian oversight locally and nationwide in principle and practice, (2)
examine the history of civilian police oversight in Worcester, including current investigatory mechanisms, and (3) present
models and ideas of oversight nationwide that the Bureau believes a local board in Worcester should exhibit as far as
local and state law will allow. While such laws differ from municipality to municipality, and state to state, the principles
and effective practices undergirding these systems can be adapted to any community regardless of how it is run.

SECTION 1: WHAT IS CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT OF LAW ENFORCEMENT?

Most people know police departments are responsible for ~ One of the most common—and most discussed—forms of
enforcing laws, responding to crime, and investigating external police oversight is the civilian review board.
misconduct within their own ranks. Many assume that Civilian review boards (CRBs) are a method for
when officers are accused of wrongdoing, the community members to review police conduct from
department’'s internal affairs unit will handle the outside the department. In this report, the term "CRB" is
investigation and, if necessary, apply discipline. But in  used broadly to refer to any external police oversight and
some communities, repeated incidents—such as accountability entity or system.
allegations of discrimination against protected groups, They are called “civilian” because they are
violations of free speech rights, or skepticism about the  jhdependent from the police chain of command. In
fairness of internal investigations—have weakened public practice, CRBs take many different forms, and there are a
trust. In response, municipal leaders and community variety of ways communities have operationalized external
members often turn to external police oversight and oversight—ranging from boards that conduct or review
accountability to ensure policing is reviewed completed investigations into alleged misconduct by
independently. officers, to inspector general offices with the authority to
conduct their own inquiries, to hybrid systems that
combine several oversight functions.
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FOUR MODELS OF CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT

The National Association for Civilian Oversight of Law
Enforcement (NACOLE) is a leading organization dedicated
to studying, analyzing, and advancing the field of civilian
oversight. Their research and training help communities
understand the range of models available and how these
systems can be tailored to local needs. While each is
shaped by local government structure, political will, and
identified reform priorities, they broadly fall into four

types:

1) Investigatory entities are boards or agencies
empowered to directly investigate allegations of police
misconduct. They often handle complaint intake from the
public, conduct their own interviews, gather evidence, and
review body-worn camera footage or other records. In
some cases, they are granted subpoena power to compel
testimony and produce documents, making them less
dependent on the police department’'s cooperation.
Investigatory bodies are typically expected to produce
findings and recommendations for the department’s
leadership, city leadership, or both. In some jurisdictions,
they may even participate in deciding discipline, giving
them a direct role in holding officers accountable.

2) Review models focus on evaluating completed
internal affairs cases after the police department has
concluded its own investigation. These boards or
commissions examine whether the investigation was
thorough, fair, and consistent with policy. They may have
authority to make the results of discipline public, highlight
trends in misconduct cases, and sometimes deem an
investigation insufficient. However, they do not typically
conduct their own independent investigations—police
processes remain internal. Their value lies in providing an
external check on quality and fairness, as well as offering
community input on how cases are handled.

3) Auditors or Monitors are usually permanent
offices—sometimes a single monitor, sometimes a
staffed agency—that examine systemic issues within a
police department, but are themselves not staffed by
or within the law enforcement agency. Rather than
investigating individual cases, they focus on auditing
compliance with policy changes mandated by city
leadership or reform agreements, such as consent decrees.
They identify patterns in civilian complaints, flag broader
policing practices that may violate constitutional rights or
undermine public trust, and assess the quality of police
investigations. Their reports often go directly to
policymakers, with recommendations for systemic reforms
in policy, training, and supervision.

4) Hybrid models combine elements of two or more
oversight types to expand authority and flexibility. For
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example, a hybrid system might create an investigatory
agency with professional investigators, staff, and resources
to conduct independent investigations, while also taking
on auditing responsibilities—monitoring policy changes,
tracking the department’s compliance with council
ordinances or executive actions, and publicly reporting on
those findings. This structure allows the agency to address
both individual misconduct cases and broader systemic
issues. Many oversight systems also pair a professional
office of staff, responsible for conducting investigations
and producing reports, with a separate appointed board of
commissioners that reviews those findings and makes final
decisions or recommendations. Hybrids became
increasingly common in the 1990s, alongside the rise of
auditor/monitor agencies, and remain popular today. Their
appeal lies in creating a layered oversight system with
checks and balances, multiple tools to promote
accountability, and the ability to respond to evolving
community concerns while adapting to changing policing
challenges.

Historically, civilian oversight in the U.S. has developed in
waves: early police commissions in the late 1800s-1920s;
under-resourced review boards from the 1920s—-1960s;
investigative agencies emerging in the 1970s-80s; and the
rapid expansion of auditor, monitor, and hybrid agencies
from the 1990s onward, particularly after the 1991 Rodney
King beating (De Angelis, Rosenthal, & Buchner, 2016).
Many cities have also proposed CRBs in response to the
murder of George Floyd in 2020.

Prior research has found that most civilian oversight
agencies form in response to crises—especially incidents
involving police use of force (49%) and racially biased
policing (~30%)—rather than as proactive policy
measures, with only about 11% created without a
precipitating critical incident (Walker, 2001).

STANDARDS FOR EFFECTIVE CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT:

NACOLE'S 13 GUIDING PRINCIPLES
In part because of the different reasons for their creation,

in part because of very different local contexts, and in part
because their models can differ, every law enforcement
oversight agency is going to differ slightly to meet local
needs. However, the NACOLE and the Department of
Justice’'s Community Oriented Police Services (COPS) and
Office of Justice Programs (OJP) have collected what they
call "effective practices” that help strengthen the oversight
abilities of agencies anywhere. These practices are built
out of surveys and case studies undertaken in the mid-
2010s of civilian oversight of the police in the United
States, as well as from various scholars that have long
studied these same organizations. These agencies should
aim, as far as they can in their creation, by-laws, and day-
to-day work to embody these principles and practices to
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the best of their ability-which will be explained further
below.

The specific principles to be discussed below were drawn
largely from Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement:
Assessing the Evidence, first published in 2016. That report
concludes a study done of 97 oversight agencies
throughout the United States, as well as its own review of
the civilian oversight literature (De Angelis, Rosenthal, and
Buchner 2016, 9). The purpose of this work was “to help
local policy-makers, police executives, and members of the
local community explore the key issues that can
accompany the implementation and sustainability of
civilian oversight of police mechanisms at the municipal
and county level” (2016, 5). Specifically, the report
considered” an assessment of the key factors that promote
organizational effectiveness in civilian oversight,”
ultimately assembling a list of 12 effective practices
embodied by a variety of these agencies (2016, 5).
When building a system of civilian oversight, the report
stressed that “jurisdictions should focus on the ‘best-fit’
rather than ‘best practice,’” as some municipalities may
face political or legal constraint that prevents them from
adopting all of the practices listed below to their
maximum extent; “some” is better than nothing, in other
words (2016, 11). Those building a new agency should
focus on embodying what they can that is appropriate to
local circumstances. The twelve practices described therein
are as follows, each followed by a brief description as well
as the page number of the practice:

1) Independence. The oversight agency should have
some independence to follow through on its oversight
without interference. What this means can differ from
community to community, and different agencies will have
different  degrees  of  independence.  Structural
independence, for example, means that the agency has
some degree of separation from the local police, including
conducting its own investigations (even concurrent
investigations are a form of independence). Independence
can also mean creating protections for the agency so that
shifting political winds cannot easily eliminate it or its
officers. (2016, 37)

2) Adequate Jurisdiction and Authority. This is
considering what oversight agencies can actually look into,
and, subsequently, what they can do about them. For
example, are they limited only to reviewing and
investigating civilian complaints that are brought directly
to them? Or can they investigate other incidents — such as
officer-involved shootings or accidental gun discharge?
Putting the scope of jurisdiction into the law that
forms the agency can help prevent future questions

about an agency’s limits, and leaves little to
interpretation. (2016, 38)
5 WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BUREAU

3) Unfettered Access to Records. While the course of an
investigation can take many different paths, including
interviewing the complainant, the defendant, and other
witnesses, there are inevitably going to be records of the
incident managed by the local police department (or
another agency), such as internal affairs files or body-worn
camera footage. In some oversight models, the
investigators or directors of the agency are given direct
access to these records; in others, they need the
cooperation of the police departments to provide that
access. Agencies with greater access to records will
likely have an easier time conducting reviews or
investigations. (2016, 39)

4) Access to Law Enforcement Executives and Internal
Affairs Staff. This principle is “the extent to which
oversight actors have the ability to influence
appropriate law enforcement officials” (2016, 39). Does
the police chief and any appropriate internal affairs staff
listen to the recommendations provided by the oversight
agency? Do they voluntarily engage in conversation or are
they required to? How often do they put the oversight
recommendations into actual practice?

5) Full Cooperation. This principle really combines
aspects of the previous two. The oversight agency may
have some access to appropriate records, and it may
engage in conversation with police chiefs or their
equivalents, but does it generally have the full cooperation
of the police department? What about other municipal
agencies that the agency might have to work with? The
report notes that sometimes agencies pursue (1) voluntary
agreements for cooperation with local law enforcement,
(2) have full cooperation as a condition of the ordinance
that formed it, or (3) have (2) plus sanctions for non-
cooperation. (2016, 40)

6) Support from Process Stakeholders. An agency that
exists but does so without actual support from those in
positions of power is not going to last very long or be very
effective. If the city council, city manager, mayor, or
whoever appoints members to the agency does not do so
in a timely fashion, for example, the work of the agency is
going to falter. If local police executives or city attorneys
do not support the work of the agency, it is going to have
difficulty as well. Essentially, an oversight agency needs
institutional buy-in from the municipality; it is not
enough to create one and hope it works, it needs to
have some degree of support as well. (2016, 40-41)

7) Adequate Resources. Budget and staffing are key parts
of an oversight agency’s ability to function, though every
model of agency is going to have a different “adequate”
amount. For example, an appropriate budget for an
oversight agency can allow it to hire investigators and a
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professional staff to do its own investigations, rather than
relying on staff provided from other departments in the
city. The amount to be budgeted - or that a budget is
to be expected - should be laid out in the ordinance
creating the agency, ensuring that the board is not
subject to political winds (2016, 41-42) A helpful rule is
to establish a budget that is a percentage of the police
department’'s or police salaries, so that it grows and
shrinks as the police does. There is no hard and fast rule
about how much an agency should have, as it depends a
lot on what kind of board is built. NACOLE found that
most of the agencies it surveyed had budgets equal to
0.5% or less of the police department budget, and a few
had up to 1% (Vitoroulis et al. 2021, 47-49). An alternative
to a percentage budget, again depending on the agency’s
set up, is to hire investigators at a ratio to the number of
sworn officers — for example, one for every 100 officers
(2021, 50).

8) Public Reporting or Transparency. The oversight
agency should report on the status and outcomes of its
work, to build public trust. If the outcomes of complaints
are never known, residents might hesitate to reach out at
all to the agency. (2016, 42)

9) Pattern Analysis. Similar to public reporting, an agency
can do a lot of public trust-building if it analyzes
patterns of complaints publicly. This can mean the types
of complaints, how many are sustained, and whether the
law enforcement agency followed recommendations or
not. (2016, 42)

10) Community Outreach. An oversight agency can only
be effective if it is actually proactively used by members of
the community. Its true of government in general, and of
local government even more so, that residents might not
be aware of all of the things that it might offer. A place to
post complaints might be highly desired by some
members of the community, but there might be other
people who would use it if they knew it existed. Therefore,
another effective principle of oversight agencies is simply
making their presence known in the community
through various outreach activities, to groups, individuals,
and other populations. (2016, 42-43)

11) Community Involvement. Involving the community
in the oversight agency's work can be another way to
build public trust. One example of this might be using
volunteer mediators in resolving complaints; another
might be reserving a seat on the board for a community-
recommended member (2016, 44)

12) Respect for Confidentiality Agreements. An
oversight agency’s goal is not to “"name and shame” the
subject of complaints, and it should, to whatever extent
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possible, protect the confidentiality of personnel records.
(2016, 44)

To these twelve principles, a later NACOLE and COPS
report, Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement: Report on
the State of the Field and Effective Oversight Practices
adds a thirteenth:

13) Procedural Justice and Legitimacy. In interacting
with the public, and looking into their complaints, an
oversight agency should be willing to listen to public
concerns, looking to earn its trust, be objectively
neutral, and treat all individuals with dignity and
respect. If an oversight agency loses its legitimacy -
whether in the eyes of the public or local law enforcement
— it is likely to have a much harder time receiving
complaints, conducting investigations, and pursuing its
inquiries. (Vitoroulis et al. 2021, 72-74) In the course of its
investigations, an agency should be sure to provide due
process protections to any who have been accused, as well
(Ofer 2016, 1050).

NACOLE, COPS, and OJP studies have found that these
principles exist, to some degree, in many of the oversight
agencies under study. No agency is going to perfectly
embody each of these principles. For example, while most
agencies have some kind of independence, that
independence is going to vary based on the type of
agency and local circumstances. “Review” agencies, for
example, might not have their own teams of independent
investigators, while an auditor or inspector general might
require some form of independent investigation. Nor will
the adoption of these principles ensure the smooth
operation of an agency, as a 2024 report, Impediments
and Challenges to Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement,
suggests (Schaible 2024).2

It is as the 2016 report suggested: the creation of
oversight agencies in a community should focus on “best-
fit" taking into account local political and historical
circumstances, using these principles as far as they can in
context. Embodying all of the principles above does not
mean that an agency will be effective at what it does if it
simply cannot meet the needs of the community it was
created to serve. It is worth considering how to adapt
these principles to civilian review in Worcester.

FROM PRINCIPLES TO PRACTICE: POWERS AND
STRUCTURES OF CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT IN U.S. CITIES

Civilian review of the police is not uncommon in the
United States’ most populous cities. According to research
by NACOLE and the University of Colorado Denver (July
19, 2024), just over half (56 percent) of the 200 most
populous U.S. cities had established a civilian oversight
entity for police as of Fall 2023. Based on the most recent
Census Bureau annual population estimates, Worcester
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ranked 114th as of July 1, 2024—placing it just outside Tier
1 status. As an aside, there are a number of southern New
England municipalities that have or had civilian review
agencies; most of these communities are outside of the
top 200 cities by population in the US. Boston (rank 25)
currently has a form of civilian oversight; Springfield (176)
had one until, it seems, recently; and Providence, Rl (134)
has a police review agency. Cambridge, MA, and both
Hartford and New Haven, CT, each have a form of civilian
review as well, but are outside the top 200 cities.

Figure 2 shows that 82 percent of the top 200 largest
cities with civilian review boards establish them by
charter or ordinance rather than through executive
action. Oversight bodies created through executive
orders or simple council resolutions tend to be the
weakest, since they sit outside the formal legislative
process and can be easily undone or deprived of
resources. By contrast, charters represent the strongest
foundation, because they define the very structure and
powers of city government, embedding oversight within
them gives boards a level of independence and authority
that other routes rarely achieve, even if passing a charter
amendment can be politically challenging. Ordinances fall
in between, offering an important way to institutionalize
oversight, but they are more susceptible to amendment or
repeal. The research suggests that while both ordinances
and charters provide stronger statutory grounding than
executive action, charter amendments remain the ideal
path for building durable, independent oversight.

NACOLE's report also provided an in-depth analysis of the
charters and ordinances adopted in Tier 1 cities. Among
the 100 largest cities, 76 have civilian review boards, and
63 of those were established through charter or ordinance.
From this point on, the analysis centers on these 63 cities,
providing insight into trends in appointing authority, the
functions of the boards, and the common legal limitations
placed on law enforcement representation.

Figure 3 shows that the appointment authority for
members of civilian review boards was rarely afforded
exclusively to either councils (5 cities, 7.8%) or
mayors/city managers (4 cities, 6.2%). Instead, the
majority of cities (32, or 50%) used a Combination of
Authorities, most often the council and mayor together,
sometimes with input from law enforcement leadership.
Another 21 cities (33%) fell under the Other category,
where appointments were made outside traditional
political channels and often involved community groups,
nonprofits, or religious organizations in the selection
process. Only two cities (3.1%) lacked any clear provision
for how appointments are made.

As for powers, civilian oversight entities are typically
authorized to review completed investigations. Most also

Figure 1: Presence of Civilian Oversight in the Top 200
Most Populous U.S. Cities (Fall 2023)

m With
= Without

Source: Impediments and Challenges to Civilian Oversight of Law
Enforcement, University of Colorado Denver & NACOLE, July 19,
2024

Figure 2: Method of Establishing Civilian Oversight in the
Top 200 Most Populous U.S. Cities
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Source: Impediments and Challenges to Civilian Oversight of Law
Enforcement, University of Colorado Denver & NACOLE, July 19,
2024. Note: Figure 2 includes 112 cities with civilian review boards
out of the top 200, 92 of which were established by charter or
ordinance

Figure 3: Appointing Authority for CRBs Established by
Charter or Ordinance in the Top 100 Most Populous U.S.
Cities
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Other
M Council
Mayor/City Manager

No Mention

Source: Impediments and Challenges to Civilian Oversight of Law
Enforcement, University of Colorado Denver & NACOLE, July 19,
2024. Note: 63 cities included.
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conduct policy and pattern-in-practice analysis, examining
both the rules that govern policing and recurring trends in
outcome data to assess how those rules are applied
(Figure 4). Nearly two-thirds of entities go further by
conducting their own investigations, while less than one
-third provide mediation services, and an even smaller
share play any role in deciding discipline. Although the
number of agencies with disciplinary authority is limited,
this represents a meaningful step toward power-sharing in
police accountability, as it moves beyond simply making
recommendations. Notably, most oversight agencies with
disciplinary authority are police commissions—such as
those in Detroit, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and
Oakland—with St. Louis standing out as the only example
where a civilian review board itself holds this authority.

Figure 4: Functions of CRBs Established by Charter or

Ordinance in the Top 100 Most Populous U.S. Cities
100%

90% 87.5% 85.9%

80%

70% 65.6%

60%

50%

Oy

40% 29.7%

30%

20%

10% 6.3%

0%

Review Policy and Investigations ~ Mediate Discipline

Patterns in
Practice
Analysis

Source: Impediments and Challenges to Civilian Oversight of Law
Enforcement, University of Colorado Denver & NACOLE, July 19,
2024. Note: 63 cities included.

Figure 5 illustrates how charters and ordinances
establishing civilian review boards define the balance
between civilians and law enforcement in oversight roles.
The most common approach (45.3%, or 29 cities) is to
require that these boards be comprised entirely of
civilians. Some cities (17.2%, or 11) permit a mix of
civilians and active or retired law enforcement officers, but
still mandate that civilians hold the majority. A smaller
number (9.4%, or 6) allow officers and civilians to serve in
nearly equal numbers, with some officers designated as
non-voting members who provide information on policy,
practices, and the law enforcement perspective.

There is significant variation not only in whether law
enforcement officers may serve on oversight boards, but
also in the specific conditions under which such service is
permitted. Some charters and ordinances are explicit in
defining whether—and under what circumstances—
current or former law enforcement personnel may hold
oversight roles. In certain jurisdictions, eligibility requires a
8 WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BUREAU

waiting period following the conclusion of sworn service;
others permit former, but not current, officers; and some
impose restrictions based on jurisdiction, barring
individuals who served in the same or neighboring
agencies. In some cases, prohibitions extend broadly to all
categories of former law enforcement. Additionally, several
communities restrict participation by individuals with close
ties to law enforcement, including immediate family
members and police union representatives.

Because the U.S. has roughly 18,000 independently
administered law enforcement agencies, there is no
single national framework of oversight, and Congress
has not passed comprehensive federal oversight
legislation. As a result, most reform happens at the state
and local level—where “home rule” authority, or the lack
of it, often determines how much power a community can
give its oversight body. In states with weak or no home
rule, legislatures have sometimes used preemption to
narrow or strip local oversight powers, as seen in
recent laws in Florida, Arizona, Tennessee, Utah, and
Wisconsin. These measures range from limiting oversight
to policy review only, to imposing training or composition
rules that tilt boards toward law enforcement perspectives,
to eliminating investigative or disciplinary authority
altogether.

These trends highlight that while common oversight
functions—such as reviewing investigations, analyzing
policy, or making recommendations—are essential, the
real challenge in many jurisdictions is ensuring that the
powers and responsibilities granted are both legally
sustainable and sufficient to meet local needs. In short,
NACOLE's research shows that the structure of oversight
cannot be separated from the political and legal
environment in which it operates, and designing it requires
navigating state-local power dynamics as much as
deciding what the entity will actually do.

Figure 5: Board Composition of CRBs Established by
Charter or Ordinance in the Top 100 Most Populous U.S.
Cities
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SECTION 2: POLICE ACCOUNTABILITY IN WORCESTER: PAST LESSONS, PRESENT

REALITIES

Now that this report has defined civilian oversight,
examined NACOLE's effective principles, and reviewed
many of the common practices found in these agencies, it
is time to turn to Worcester itself. Police accountability
in Worcester is shaped by a mix of local and state
mechanisms, and decades of community debate over how
those systems should work.

This section begins historically: with a dive into the
history of community conversations about civilian
oversight, tackling it from two angles. First, this section
will trace these conversations about civilian review boards,
in particular, going back to 1993. Then, this report will look
specifically at the 1971 recreation of Worcester's Human
Rights Commission partially as a response to calls from the
community in the summer of 1970 for civilian oversight.
While the scope and powers of the Human Rights
Commission has changed over the years, it is an important
part of the story of police oversight in Worcester. These
two brief histories establish the local context and
conversations about policer oversight.

The rest of the section follows with a brief look at
Worcester and Massachusetts’ existing oversight
landscape, and other potential and defunct systems of
oversight within the City. The Human Rights
Commission, the Bureau of Professional Standards, the
Executive Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion’s
Investigations Division, and the state’s Police Officer
Standards and Training Commission each play a role, but
their mandates, independence, and effectiveness vary
widely. The City Manager’'s charter role as the "Chief
Conservator of the Peace” is an oversight pathway, but
one that has its own drawbacks discussed below. The
Charter once had a “Citizens’ Complaints Officer”
appointed by the City Council, which may have had the
power to investigate police complaints, but it was
eliminated in the first municipal election under the 1985
Charter’'s purview. In other words, this section explores
each facet of Worcester's existing oversight landscape—
along with the history of community conversations about
reform—to assess their roles, limitations, and the broader
context in which they operate.

TRACING WORCESTER'S CIVILIAN
DEBATES AND THE HRC'S LIMITED ROLE
Tensions between Worcester's police and its diverse
communities—particularly immigrants and people of
color—have long fueled demands for greater transparency
and accountability. These calls, and broader movements
around police reform and community justice, often arise in

OVERSIGHT
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the wake of critical junctures—moments when the use of
excessive force or the death of unarmed people of color
starkly exposes failures in public safety systems.

One such pivotal moment came in 1993, when 38-year-old
Cristino Hernandez, a Salvadoran immigrant facing a
mental health crisis, died after being pepper-sprayed and
forcibly restrained face-down by Worcester officers,
leading to oxygen deprivation and fatal brain injury.
Hernandez's death galvanized public outrage and
catalyzed calls for independent police review in the city,
with some in the Worcester community in 1993 and
1994 specifically urging the creation of a Civilian
Review Board (CRB), while others advocated for
empowering the existing Human Rights Commission to
investigate complaints against the Worcester Police
Department (Hammel 1993; Wiley 1993; Wiley 1994).

In August 1994, the Worcester Regional Research Bureau
(then, the Worcester Municipal Research Bureau) released
a report on CRBs, “Civilian Review of the Police: The Case
For and Against,” ultimately arguing that:

“As an alternative to establishing a civilian review board,
the Research Bureau suggests that the City of Worcester
consider the use of an oversight mechanism that already
exists. As noted earlier, the City Charter designates the City
Manager as the chief conservator of the peace, which
includes the power to review and investigate cases
involving complaints against the police. In the Research
Bureau's view, this authority may provide the
independence, investigatory power, and oversight aimed
at by civilian review" (Worcester Municipal Research
Bureau 1994, 11).

Ultimately, the City of Worcester did not adopt civilian
review in 1994. However, that did not end the calls for a
CRB; between 1994 and 2025 there have been several
pushes for a civilian review board, though none have
succeeded, and have often faced stiff opposition from
City Council, the City Manager’'s Office, and the
Worcester Police Department. At times, there have been
alternative calls to empower the Human Rights
Commission to allow for it to undertake a similar function.

One of the earliest requests for a CRB after 1994 was in
the fall of 1998 (and subsequently the spring of 1999),
when Councilor-at-Large Stacey Luster introduced a
request at City Council for then-City Manager Thomas R.
Hoover to consider the creation of a CRB. At the time,
Luster said, “the issue is not whether or not the police are
fully investigating citizen complaints, it's whether our
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citizens believe they are fully investigating their
complaints” (Kotsopoulos 1999a). Soon after, Worcester's
Police Chief Edward Gardella voiced his own opposition to
the idea, arguing in essence that "although surveys
indicate 50 percent of Americans do not believe the police
can investigate other police without bias, there are other
studies that suggest police do a better job of investigating
police than peer investigations of doctors and
lawyers” (Kotsopoulos 1999b). Ultimately, the City
Council agreed with him that a CRB was unnecessary
(Kotsopoulos 1999¢).

In  September 1999, Worcester's Human Rights
Commission issued a report based on five listening
sessions it had held in the spring, covering a wide-range of
topics, including the police. The report summarized the
testimony received, including specifically that some
citizens called for a form of civilian review, feeling that
their complaints to WPD directly were ignored
(Worcester Human Rights Commission 1999, 5). The report
issued several recommendations in response, including:
the Commission should receive forwarded information
about filed complaints and their results; “establishment of
a neutral location, outside of the police department, for
filing  complaints of police  misconduct”; and
“establishment of a process whereby complaints against
police officers be filed initially with the Human Rights
Commission and then forwarded to ... Internal Affairs” (6-
7). Still, despite this, the Human Rights Commission did
not, at the time, subsequently support or oppose a CRB,
despite the fact that some members of the public desired
one at the listening sessions (Kotsopoulos 1999d). By
March 2000, city administration agreed to allow the police
to forward quarterly collections of complaints to the
Human Rights Commission and that it would support the
Commission’s recommendation against a CRB; at the time,
the Telegram pointed out that the Commission actually
"did not recommend for or against creating one” (Hammel
2000). Indeed, the City's response refers back to Councilor
Luster’s request for information regarding a CRB; the City
Manager’'s Office said that “efforts were made to
review various models” but that ultimately it decided
against adopting such a system (Office of the City
Manager 2000).

In the years following, there had been some talk of
civilian review in the city, including in 2008 after some
serious concerns about internal police investigations
arose following the release of hundreds of pages of
documents obtained by the Telegram & Gazette
(Caywood 2008). The coverage centered on one officer's
internal affairs file, which spanned over 1,100 pages and
exposed a troubling pattern of superficial investigations
and unaddressed misconduct. The documents pointed to
10 WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BUREAU

an institutional bias in favor of officers and raised broader
concerns about the Worcester Police Department'’s ability
to conduct fair and impartial reviews. Officers were
permitted by supervisors to respond to civilian complaints
in writing, while complainants faced lengthy in-person
questioning. Investigators failed to pursue witnesses,
neglected to reconcile conflicting accounts, and closed
cases when complainants became unresponsive—despite
best practices calling for thorough follow-up in all cases.
The findings of this reporting reflect nearly identical
breakdowns in the internal investigation process and
lack of disciplinary follow-through as those identified
in the DOJ's December 2024 pattern and practice
investigation into the department. In December 2008,
Ronal C. Madnick, director of the Worcester County
chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU),
submitted a petition to the Worcester City Council calling
for the creation of a civilian review board (CRB) to
investigate police misconduct. His call came in response to
concerns about the integrity of internal investigations
conducted by the Worcester Police Department.

In 2015, Councilor-at-Large Konstantina Lukes
renewed calls for a CRB at City Council, putting in a
request for then-City Manager Edward Augustus’s
administration to produce a report on the “applicability of
a budget, staff, subpoena powers and investigatory
powers of such a review board” and "whether the board
could provide citizen input to the city manager on police
programs, policies, and procedures” (Kotsopoulos 2015a).
The City Council, however, voted 10-1 to file the order,
with some on the Council arguing that they wanted to
see how “initiatives and conversations” that were
ongoing in the community would “first play out before
contemplating the need for a civilian review board”
and that “the city already has a system in place when
dealing with police complaints, with the Human Rights
Commission, the Coalition on Bias and Hate, and the City
Council Public Safety Committee playing key roles as part
of that process” (Kotsopoulos 2015b).

In 2021, a group of 18 local organizations called for a
CRB with subpoena powers after City Manager Edward
Augustus issued a report with recommendations to
reform the Worcester Police Department, that did not
include a specific CRB component; the Worcester Board of
Health, in May 2021, also voted unanimously to support
these organizations and their call for a CRB (Foskett Jr.
2021a; Petrishen 2021a; Petrishen 2021b). These
recommendations from the City Manager included
removing “resource officers from schools,” implementing
“some form of alternative deployment that sends mental
health and social workers on calls with police,” and
establishing "a new investigations division at City Hall that
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would address both  employee and resident
complaints” (Foskett Jr. 2021a). Ultimately, according to
Telegram & Gazette reporting at the time, the City
Manager preferred to “see through established efforts
at the city and state level that are already underway,”
arguing in a statement that “We are in the process of
implementing 17 recommendations and action items
resulting from input from the City Council and members of
the community” and that he was “of the opinion that we
should focus on bringing all these efforts into
fruition” (Foskett Jr. 2021b).

In 2024, the City of Worcester released the racial
equity audit of the Worcester Police Department
conducted by independent non-profit CNA. Among its
findings, CNA recommended that the Worcester Police
Department and the City of Worcester should engage
in conversations about the establishment of a civilian
oversight body. The stated reason for this was that both
members of WPD and the public at large expressed
concern that discipline was unequal throughout the
department, contending that “favoritism and personal
connections with higher-ranking personnel may affect the
determination of consequences” (Richardson et al. 2024,
68). CNA's analysis concluded that it was "essential for the
department to recognize and address any negative impact
of bias or even its perception” (68) — the perception being
that the police cannot objectively investigate themselves, a
belief that came up again and again throughout reporting
on civilian review boards in Worcester. Indeed, even CNA
theorized that a decrease in complaints received between
2017 and 2021 could have been because either
“community members have fewer issues to report or that
they are choosing not to report complaints because they
lack confidence in the complaint investigation and
resolution process” (39). Ultimately, the only way to know
why there were fewer complaints during that time period
would be to conduct surveys. Still, in regards to a civilian
oversight entity, CNA argued that such a body would
“enhance the fairness and credibility of the complaint-
resolution process, introduce another layer of objectivity,
and provide valuable external perspectives in formulating
disciplinary actions and policies that promote equity” (69).

Soon after the Department of Justice released its
report on WPD in December 2024, discussions of a
CRB - or, at least, a report on one - were renewed,
including the City Manager asking the Research Bureau to
prepare a report on them (Petrishen 2024b; Caushi 2025a;
Caushi 2025b; Bass 2025).

THE HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION AND THE POLICE
While Worcester's Human Rights Commission (HRC) has
occasionally been called upon to examine police conduct,
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it has never functioned as a dedicated or empowered
civilian oversight body. Over the decades, residents and
advocacy groups have repeatedly called for stronger
oversight mechanisms—at times suggesting the HRC be
restructured to fill that role, or replaced altogether. This
section traces the history of those efforts and the
persistent limitations—legal, political, and structural—that
have kept the HRC from serving as an effective check on
police misconduct.

In February 1971, Worcester’s City Council adopted an
ordinance creating the City’'s Human Rights
Commission. The idea of a human rights board was not
“new” in Worcester at the time; rather, it replaced a Human
Rights Committee formed by the City Council in March
1968 that disbanded in September 1970. That committee
had the purpose of advising and assisting “the city
manager in all areas of community relations” and it had
“no investigatory powers or authority to enforce
laws” (Mansbach 1970b, 13). At the time of its creation,
one city councilor “predicted that the committee would be
like a ‘toothless tiger’ and have no more recognition than
any other city agency” (1970b, 14). Indeed, the
disbanding of the Human Rights Committee, and the
subsequent push for a new Human Rights Commission,
followed nearly two months of accusations that the
Committee was useless.

In 1970, an off-duty police officer allegedly told the co-
owner of a restaurant on Main Street called "The Rib Crib”
that she had to close at 2 AM on Saturday, August 1 or she
would lose her common victualer's license; the off-duty
officer did this without any authority and was later
suspended for five days (“Police Officer” 1970; "Officer
Suspended” 1970). After the incident, the co-owner made
complaints that for several days "heavy concentrations of
police near her restaurant are cutting business and
constitute harassment”; a deputy police chief denied the
claims that the police were targeting the Rib Crib, and,
that, rather "restless youths” in the area necessitated a
police response those nights (O'Connor 1970, 17A-18A).

Following the incident, a local organization called “The
Black Coalition” presented City Manager Francis McGrath

with a list of ten requests, which included "an end to
police harassment and brutality” and “a citizens’
committee to review complaints against

police” (Mansbach 1970a). In addition, members of the
Coalition requested that the City Manager disband the
Human Rights Committee “because the coalition feels it is
powerless to act against discrimination” and that they felt
the Committee was used “'as a crutch by City Hall for not
doing anything” (Talbot 1970, 14). Ultimately, the City
Manager’s response was to stand with the Human Rights
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Committee, arguing that its role was “similar to the United
States Civil Rights Commission, which is also primarily
advisory in nature. The committee realizes it has no
authority under the law to prosecute acts of discrimination
of any type, but it has provided an open forum for such
complaints” (1970, 14). Similarly, the City Manager
rejected the idea of a civilian review board, arguing
that it was the City Law Department’s opinion that he
could not delegate the authorities proposed to such a
board (1970, 14).

On September 21, 1970, all of the members of the Human
Rights Committee resigned; the City Manager then
announced he would appoint an interim committee to
create a new structure for the HRC. The members of the
original committee argued that the Black Coalition’s
demand for their resignation “served as a catalyst, not a
spur, to their resignation” (Mansbach 1970a, 13). The City
Council passed a draft ordinance on December 1, 1970, to
establish a Human Rights Commission, after the Interim
Human Rights Committee returned with a structure for
one, including a subpoena power for the Commission
(Kindleberger 1970, 21). On February 3, 1971, the final
Human Rights Commission ordinance passed a City
Council vote, 8-1. The five-member commission would
have subpoena powers (although there was question
whether the City Council could provide such authority, a
subsequent court case that became Bloom vs. City of
Worcester, 363 Mass. 136, found that it was permissible);
and, additionally, there was a 15-member human rights
advisory committee as well (Mansbach 1971). The final
ordinance included four amendments related the
Commissions’ relation to the Police, including a guarantee
of the rights of those under investigation.

Although the size and scope of the commission has
changed over the years, its mission has remained largely
the same. In 1971 that mission included the ability: “to see
that each individual regardless of his race, color, religious
creed, national origin, sex, age or ancestry, shall have
equal opportunity in or access to employment, housing,
education, recreation, and public accommodations; to
assure that each individual shall have equal access to and
benefit from all public services; to protect each individual
in the enjoyment of his civil rights” and more (Bloom
vs. City of Worcester, 363 Mass. 136, 138). In 2024, as of
Worcester's Revised Ordinances of 2015, that mission
includes the ability to conduct investigations on
complaints regarding: “the denial of equal access to and
discrimination in employment, housing, education,
recreation and public accommodation where such
denial or discrimination against a person is based on race,
color, religious creed, national origin, gender, age,
ancestry, marital status, parental status, sexual orientation,
12 WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BUREAU

disability, or source of income; the denial to any person of
equal access to and benefit from all public services; the
violation of the enjoyment and exercise by any person of
his or her civil rights” and, again, more (Worcester City
Council 2024, 126). Indeed, the Human Rights Commission
has an extensive list of duties and responsibilities that
includes the abilities to: “conduct investigations; hold
hearings; conduct mediation; issue orders and reports;
review departmental policies; review departmental
disciplinary actions; issue publications; develop training
programs; create committees; make recommendations
and annual reports; [and] make rules and regulations” (126
-128). With the advice and assistance of the City Solicitor,
it can subpoena witnesses, though it currently does not
have the power to subpoena witnesses itself (126). The 15-
member advisory committee formed in the original 1971
ordinance was also disbanded long ago.

Worcester's Human Rights Commission serves as an
“executive board” under the jurisdiction of the City
Manager under Worcester's Charter. It is currently
"housed” within the Executive Office of Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion, which has existed since 2020. According to
Worcester's Home Rule Charter, executive boards “set
policy for a city department/and or act in the nature of city
departments” (City of Worcester 2022, 15). Members are
appointed directly by the City Manager (15).

Since at least the 1980s, Worcester’'s Human Rights
Commission has at times attempted to investigate
complaints about the police itself, or it (or others)
have sought an expansion of its powers in order for it
do so. For example, in the late 1980s, a group of
community organizations came together as the “Coalition
for a Better Human Rights Ordinance” to push for change
in the ordinance — and they did, among other things
expanding the commission from five to nine members and
adding language to its mission to include protection
against discrimination for other groups, including gender,
parental status, marital status, sexual orientation, and
sources of income (Collier 1991) At the time, other
organizations called for a Human Rights Commission
with more power to investigate complaints against the
police, some going so far as to call for a Commission
with the powers of a typical civilian review board,
though some later came to believe that the Human
Rights Commission was not the place to pursue those
powers (Williamson 1992; Wiley 1993; Hammel 1993; Kush
1999b; Kotsopoulos 1999¢; Nangle 1999). At a 1999 forum,
two men present at the creation of the commission,
Massachusetts Appeals Court Associate Justice Mel L.
Greenberg and lawyer Burton Chandler, recounted to an
audience "how the commission was formed to combat
abuses of police authority in the 1960s, during the height
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of the civil rights and anti-war movements” (Monahan
1999). In their view, the early Commission had some
success at doing so, though in the years since it had seen
some of its powers, including its staff, stripped away
(1999). Justice Greenberg furthered that argument in a
2020 editorial about the origins of the Human Rights
Commission, while acknowledging that over the years it
had lost many of its initial powers (Greenberg 2020).

At times, opposition to a civilian review board was
supported with the assertion that citizens dissatisfied
with complaint disposition by the police could take
their cases to the human rights commission (Kush
1999a; Kotsopoulos 2015b; Petrishen 2024a). And, of
course, in the past thirty years the Human Rights
Commission has examined complaints about the police —
see for example (Worcester Human Rights Commission
1999), the report on listening sessions conducted in 1999
mentioned above in the history of CRBs in Worcester
section, and also other examples of investigations, such as
(Kotsopoulos 1995; Monahan 1998). Or for examples of
WPD bringing complaint data to the Human Rights
Commission see (Hammel 2000; Kotsopoulos 2018;
Kotsopoulos 2019). And, at times, the Human Rights
Commission has clashed with the City Manager over the
exercise of its functions (such as Kotsopoulos 1995).

Tensions over the Human Rights Commission’s purpose
and role with regard to the police remain. For example, in
2023, the City Manager's office explicitly directed the
Commission to pause its inquiry into policing, issuing a
memo that redirected the body's focus toward other “city
priorities” and away from its own initiated investigations
into law enforcement practices (Marino 2025; Turken
2025). As reasoning, the City Manager noted the limited
time of the HRC (and its one monthly meeting), the then
in-progress racial equity audit and Department of Justice
investigations, and other DEI initiatives that needed
attention while those other investigations were ongoing
(Petrishen 2023; Petrishen 2023a). Currently, the Human
Rights Commission meets with the WPD Chief of Police
and other leadership on an annual basis. At these
meetings, WPD leadership answers questions and
provides data regarding use of force, officer training,
officer incidents, and other relevant statistics for the HRC's
work—including secondary review of proposed police
policies. At the most recent of these meetings, on June 23,
2025, the Chief and his leadership team answered a wide-
ranging series of questions about the Bureau of
Professional Standards, use of force, the DOJ report, data
standards, and more. Video of that meeting can be found
here and minutes can be found here.

From 1970 onward, Worcester has long missed a clearly
articulated vision for why or how the HRC's work on police
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oversight was sometimes incompatible with city
priorities—especially when well-documented problems
persist within the Worcester Police Department, while no
comparable concerns have been raised about other city
agencies under the Commission’s purview. In this light, the
HRC's history offers more than an account of institutional
limitations; it serves as a case study in how efforts toward
reform can be redirected, delayed, or quietly
constrained—not through outright rejection, but through
a managed process that maintains the appearance of
responsiveness while ultimately preserving the status quo.

Whether the issue is hesitancy about expanding the
Human Rights Commission’s powers within its current
structure, or concern that pushing too hard on police
accountability could provoke political conflict, remains
unclear. What the history does show is a consistent
pattern: efforts to strengthen oversight have been
reactive, constrained, and often scaled back when they
approached real scrutiny of law enforcement. As a
result, the HRC has often served as a venue for raising
concerns, but not as a mechanism for ensuring change.
While the HRC does receive reports from the police, it is
not empowered to investigate or audit the data; it lacks
staff trained in investigative methods like the EODEI's
investigative division (discussed subsequently); and
receiving reports annually puts it more firmly into reactive
rather than proactive oversight. If Worcester is serious
about building community trust and restoring confidence
in its institutions, that dynamic must shift. A civilian
review board with not just the ability to elevate
concerns, but also a clear and effective role in making
outcomes and decisions, will be essential to that
process.

WORCESTER POLICE DEPARTMENT’'S BUREAU OF
PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS: THE CHALLENGES AND

LIMITS OF INTERNAL ACCOUNTABILITY
According to the Worcester Police Department, the

Bureau of Professional Standards (BOPS) is responsible for
receiving and investigating complaints submitted online,
by phone, mail, or in person, and "no case is dismissed.”
Its role is to safeguard the integrity of the department by
investigating allegations of misconduct, whether raised by
community members or within the department. These can
include serious complaints such as corruption, unlawful
arrest, harassment, and excessive use of force. Each
complaint is logged, reviewed, and assigned for
investigation through a triage process that directs cases to
the appropriate path. Allegations disproven by clear
evidence may be resolved as “exceptionally cleared,” while
those involving potential criminal conduct are referred to
the relevant investigative unit, with BOPS continuing its
administrative review. In serious cases, officers may be
placed on administrative leave during the investigation.
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WPD describes BOPS as following a structured, multi-step
process designed to ensure neutrality and completeness.
Complaints are entered into the internal case management
system, and the POST Commission is notified when
required. Investigators collect evidence, review body-worn
camera footage, conduct recorded interviews, and may
consult subject matter experts in areas such as use of force
or constitutional law. Once complete, investigators submit
a fact-finding report that undergoes three levels of review:
by a Captain, Deputy Chief, and the Chief of Police, who
determines final findings and discipline. WPD emphasizes
that BOPS serves as a fact-finding, not disciplinary, body
and that it tracks all use of force incidents as part of an
early warning system intended to identify behavioral
patterns and intervene proactively.

However, serious allegations have been raised about
BOPS’ investigative quality and the department's history of
disciplinary follow-through.

The U.S. Department of Justice’s 2024 Findings Report
claimed that WPD’s accountability system required
significant reform to ensure investigations are
impartial, thorough, and capable of producing fair and
proportional discipline. The DOJ concluded that “WPD
does not appropriately respond to misconduct complaints
and rarely holds officers accountable.” The federal review
found that investigators sometimes failed to interview key
witnesses, discounted complainants’ accounts without
corroboration, and reached conclusions unsupported by
the evidence.

In some cases, serious complaints—such as uses of force—
were investigated by an officer’s direct supervisor rather
than by BOPS, a practice the DOJ described as “less likely
to avoid the appearance of impropriety.” One example
involved a supervisor clearing an officer of wrongdoing
without even interviewing him, despite fourteen prior
excessive-force complaints that had never been sustained.
Even when BOPS conducted the investigations itself, the
DOJ found troubling inconsistencies. In one 2020 case, a
restrained man in crisis was struck in the face for spitting;
though head strikes are recognized as a serious use of
force, the incident was deemed “reasonable and
appropriate” by BOPS and approved by command staff
and the former Chief of Police.

After  reviewing dozens of BOPS use-of-force
investigations conducted between 2018 and 2022, the DOJ
found that only five complaints were sustained—and none
involved the use of force itself. In those cases, the
sustained findings were limited to reporting violations,
such as failing to document incidents properly, with
discipline often confined to counseling or brief
suspensions.

This is not the first time BOPS has faced criticism for
inadequate investigations. Concerns about incomplete fact
-finding, minimal scrutiny of officer conduct, and weak
disciplinary follow through date back at least to the
Telegram & Gazette's 2008 investigative series referenced
earlier in this report.

WPD complaint data from 2023 through 2025, shown in
Figure 6 below, reveal the following: in 2023, 45.8 percent
of complaints were sustained, 22.9 percent were not
sustained, and 29.2 percent were exonerated. In 2024, 69.7
percent of complaints were sustained, 10.1 percent were
not sustained, and 14.6 percent were exonerated, with a
small share classified as resolved or unfounded. The total
number of complaints increased from 48 in 2023 to 89 in
2024.

It is important to separate complaints by type, particularly
those involving serious allegations such as excessive force,
to understand what kinds of conduct are being addressed
and how accountability is being applied. Parsing this data,
reviewing complaint files, and initiating independent
investigations where appropriate are responsibilities that a
civilian review board could undertake to supplement the
department’s work. The issue is not simply the rate of
sustained or not sustained complaints, but the quality
and fairness of the investigative process itself. Building
on the DOJ’s findings, which raised concerns about the
consistency  and thoroughness of  internal
investigations, it is essential that the process behind
these outcomes be transparent and subject to
verification. A civilian review board could provide this
additional layer of examination and verification, helping to
ensure that internal data are accurate, that serious cases
receive appropriate scrutiny, and that the investigative
process is carried out with fairness and integrity.

The Worcester Police Department’s response to the DOJ's

Figure 6: Worcester Police Department Analysis of Civilian Complaints

Year Sustained thii:nsel::- Exonerated  Unfounded Resolved Excglgtai:)erl?lly Total Cases
2023 45.8% 22.9% 29.2% 2.1% - - 48
2024 69.7% 10.1% 14.6% 3.4% 2.2% - 89
e 39.7% 19.2% 34.2% 27% 27% 14% 73
Source: Worcester Police Department
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2024 findings has been mixed, reflecting at times a
selective acknowledgment of the report’s conclusions. For
example, during a City Council hearing, Chief Saucier did
not address the DOJ's broader determinations regarding
patterns of excessive force, sexual contact between officers
and women in the commercial sex trade, or systemic issues
with complaint handling and supervisory oversight.
Instead, he emphasized a limited set of points where the
department concurred with the DOJ’s observations.

He agreed that “"cop checking”—a practice once used in
prostitution stings where sexual physical contact was
made to confirm whether someone was an undercover
officer—"should not be allowed” and noted that it has
since been banned. A new policy now prohibits officers
from allowing or engaging in any physical contact of this
kind during undercover operations. He also acknowledged
that K-9 units can be dangerous, and new guidelines
prohibit their deployment at mass gatherings, riot scenes,
and other high-risk crowd-control situations. He further
expressed support for improving data collection,
highlighting the department’s plan to implement a new
data management system. According to WPD, this
includes transitioning to the Hexagon RMS platform to
enhance tracking of behavioral-health calls and Crisis
Intervention Team responses, developing a public-facing
traffic-stop data dashboard, and introducing a new use-of-
force reporting form compatible with both Hexagon and
the BOPS PowerDMS system to standardize
documentation and supervisory review.

The City and WPD have made other changes while the
DOJ report was being developed and since its release. The
department launched a body-worn camera program,
adopted a formal sexual-assault investigation policy,
reassigned excessive-force investigations to the Bureau of
Professional Standards (BOPS), expanded the co-
responder program pairing officers with mental-health
clinicians, and began replacing its records management
system. A new Use of Force Committee within the Training
Division now reviews Level 4 and higher incidents to
identify training needs, while supervisors are required to
submit written analyses for all use-of-force incidents,
including review of body-worn camera footage and scene
documentation when injuries occur. Training requirements
have expanded to include 40 additional hours of Crisis
Intervention Team (CIT) instruction for new recruits, new
trauma-informed and  victim-centered investigation
modules for in-service officers, and enhanced duty-to-
intervene instruction led by a former FBI Civil Rights Unit
Chief. The co-response program has been extended to
provide 64 hours of coverage per week, and officer
selection for specialized units is now based on referrals,
résumés, complaint history, and attendance.
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The department has also introduced new measures related
to oversight and accountability. Random body-worn
camera audits have increased from 20 to 30 per month.
Within BOPS, all use-of-force complaints are now
investigated solely by that bureau, command-level
investigations have been discontinued, and anonymous
complaint filing is available online and in person. Funding
for a new internal-affairs software system to disaggregate
BOPS data is included in the FY2026 budget. WPD also
launched a Community Policing and DEIl curriculum in
collaboration with the Executive Office of Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion, approved by the MPTC and implemented in
the January 2025 Academy. The department has formally
applied to the Massachusetts Police Accreditation Program
to pursue both Certification and Accreditation status,
aligning its operations with statewide professional and
accountability standards.

The department also argues that effective oversight is
reflected in recent data, showing a high rate of sustained
complaints.

Despite these reforms, there remains no fully
independent mechanism to determine whether the
Worcester Police Department’s internal accountability
systems are functioning as described. An external
civilian oversight entity could evaluate whether policy
changes are being carried out effectively, whether BOPS
investigations are thorough, unbiased, and evidence-
based, and whether disciplinary decisions are consistent
and proportionate. An oversight entity could, for example,
review all types of complaints—not only those related to
discrimination, as currently handled in part by the
Executive Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion—but
also allegations of excessive force, misconduct, and
procedural violations. It could examine case files, body-
worn camera footage, and investigator interviews, audit
the quality of investigations and disciplinary outcomes, or
even conduct its own investigations similar to the EODEI's
investigative arm. A civilian oversight entity could
complement the reforms the City and WPD have
undertaken by providing independent verification that
internal processes are being implemented effectively
and consistently, rather than existing primarily on
paper. Public confidence in internal accountability
depends on external confirmation that reforms are being
implemented with integrity, transparency, and consistency.

THE LIMITS OF THE POST COMMISSION

The Massachusetts Peace Officer Standards and Training
(POST) Commission was created through the state’'s 2020
police reform law in response to national calls for systemic
accountability in law enforcement (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 6E).
It serves as the Commonwealth’s first centralized
regulatory body overseeing police officer certification,
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professional standards, and discipline. The primary
function of the POST Commission is to ensure that all law
enforcement officers in Massachusetts meet baseline
requirements for training, conduct, and ethics. It has the
legal authority to certify and decertify officers, investigate
allegations of serious misconduct such as excessive force
or biased policing, and enforce minimum standards for
how police departments operate. Officers found to have
violated state law or professional conduct standards
can have their certification suspended or revoked,
barring them from serving in any law enforcement role
across the state. POST also certifies police departments
and requires that they maintain certain policy standards to
remain in good standing. In addition to enforcement,
POST publishes a public database of certified, suspended,
and decertified officers to promote transparency.

Although the POST Commission plays a key role in raising
the baseline for police accountability statewide, it was
never designed to replace local oversight. It does not
regularly audit how departments handle complaints or
investigate their own officers, nor does it assess whether
misconduct cases are investigated thoroughly or dismissed
prematurely, nor can it consider or investigate complaints
of rudeness or discourtesy that individuals might
experience. POST generally becomes involved only
when serious violations are substantiated or formally
referred to the state. For example, POST records show
that in 2025, 25 officers were disciplined for fast-
forwarding through a mandatory training video—a “non-
minor police violation.” While all remained certified, each
lost time off as a penalty. Such information is useful, but
POST data does not reveal the full scope of complaints
received by WPD, the nature of those complaints, or why
many were not sustained.

This is why POST cannot substitute for local civilian
oversight. In Worcester, the DOJ found systemic failures
in investigative quality, accountability, and a persistent
reluctance to sustain complaints or discipline officers. A
local oversight body empowered to review or conduct
investigations could provide the public with greater
transparency, assessing which complaints are handled
fairly and thoroughly while flagging concerns before they
are dismissed or quietly closed. Such a body could also
identify broader patterns in use of force, community
complaints, or enforcement practices that may not amount
to individual violations but reveal deeper cultural or
procedural problems. In this way, local oversight would
complement POST by ensuring that cases elevated to
the state are built on reviews that residents view as
credible, complete, and unbiased.
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THE INVESTIGATIONS DIVISION OF THE EXECUTIVE
OFFICE OF DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION

Other investigatory outlets in Worcester, with a smaller
circle of jurisdiction, includes the Executive Office of
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion’s (EODEI) “Investigations
Division.” While this division is limited to investigating only
issues of discrimination and bias, rather than direct
misconduct and corruption, it can, under limited
circumstances, investigate some issues that may be related
to the police. The lead investigator here has:

»"“the power and duty to initiate investigations of
discriminatory practices”

=the ability to “investigate human/civil rights
complaints filed against a city employee by a city
employee or a member of the public”

=the ability to “investigate human/civil rights
complaints filed against an employee of the police
department by a member of the public” (Worcester
City Council 2024, 123).

The Investigations Division has open access to city records,
and works with BOPS to receive records that are within
WPD systems, such as body camera footage. Complaints
against the police that fall under EODEI jurisdiction are
investigated to completion within 90 days. Residents and
city employees can make complaints to the division in-
person, through calls to the EODEI office or the
Investigation Division’s hotline, or through an online
intake form. If the Division determines that the complaint
falls within its jurisdiction, it will undertake the
investigation; and if not, it will forward that complaint to
BOPS, or if it is a criminal allegation, the Detective Bureau.
If a complaint to BOPS involves a discrimination claim, it is
forwarded to the Investigations Division. If the
Investigations Division finds that a WPD employee violated
the City’s anti-discrimination policies, the Chief Equity
Officer can recommend remedial action to the Police Chief.

The Investigations Division is also responsible for
undertaking investigations on behalf of the Human Rights
Commission, who's powers, as already established, include
investigating “the violation of the enjoyment and exercise
by any person of his or her civil rights” and “the denial to
any person of equal access to and benefit from all public
services” (2024, 126).

The EODEI itself has a wide-ranging agenda focused on
citywide leadership development, workforce equity,
disability inclusion, and employee engagement. Major
initiatives include the expansion of the Manager's
Academy, enhanced collection of Equal Employment
Opportunity (EEO) data to improve recruitment equity, and
the implementation of a streamlined ADA accommodation
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process. The department also plays a central role in
developing inclusive workplace culture through cultural
programming and DEl trainings across departments,
including the Police and Fire Departments. In addition, the
office launched a public hotline as a secondary reporting
channel to receive complaints of discrimination,
harassment, and bias—both from within city departments
and from community members, including allegations
involving the Worcester Police Department where bias is a
factor. Other recent accountability measures the EODEI has
undertaken include anti-harassment and compliance
training for WPD, a racial equity dashboard detailing the
many wide ranging changes that WPD has undertaken
following CNA's racial equity audit, the use of the Chief
Equity Officer for assessing feedback on WPD's
promotional process, the removal of the Chief and Deputy
Chief from civil service requirements, policy review
initiatives of WPD, and work with WPD on accessibility
issues for city residents.

Despite the breadth of EODEI's responsibilities—spanning
everything from leadership training and employee
development to oversight of disability policy and
organizational culture—its jurisdiction is generally
limited to cases involving discrimination or bias. This
presents a challenge: throughout the investigative process,
whether the complainant is aware of it, discriminatory
treatment or bias may have influenced outcomes in subtle
or unreported ways, further narrowing the window in
which the DEI office can formally intervene. In other words,
a more effective and focused approach towards review of
the police would be to centralize investigations or reviews
of all types of complaints involving the police in an
external, independent body. This would allow EODEI to
continue supporting systemic equity initiatives across city
government while ensuring that police oversight receives
the dedicated capacity, consistency, and independence it
requires. This is not to diminish the many policy changes
that have occurred under the current City Manager, Chief
of Police, and Chief Equity Officer following the racial
equity audit and DOJ investigation—it is simply noting the
limited jurisdiction of the Investigations Division and the
split in where investigations take place.

DIFFICULT OR DEFUNCT ALTERNATIVES TO A CIVILIAN
REVIEW BOARD IN WORCESTER

Relying only on the City Manager's official capacity as
“Chief Conservator of the Peace” to investigate the police,
as suggested by the Research Bureau in 1994, requires
significant administrative capacity. Given the office’s broad
responsibilities, some complaints may go unaddressed—
not out of neglect, but due to limited time and resources.
This is the “difficult” alternative mentioned in the above
title—difficult not because it could not be implemented,

17 WORCESTER REGIONAL RESEARCH BUREAU

but difficult given the scope of responsibilities that the
City Manager already faces and the oversight that would
need to be established. That is, in other words, the City
Manager would be unable to personally authorize every
investigation or look into every complaint about the
police, given what is discussed below. However, an
oversight office, perhaps along the auditor or inspector
general models, could fit within the overall hierarchy of the
City Manager's office, and could fit within the “Chief
Conservator of the Peace” responsibilities.

Complaints about the police fall within a wide spectrum.
When we think about civilian review of the police, we often
think that such an entity would be handling complaints
about use of force, harassment, and criminal conduct. And
while it would assuredly have such complaints, some
research has shown that complaints about police also
frequently includes such categories as verbal
discourtesy or rudeness, in addition to improper use of
force (Terrill and Ingram 2016, 153). One very small study,
in Victoria, Australia, found that reasons for complaints
ranged from “abuse of authority” (23.5%), to rudeness
(21.7%), "duty failure, [i.e.] a lack of service” (21.1%), and
violence or assault (10.8%), among other reasons (Prenzler
2010, 6-7). Putting the duties of investigation or review of
complaints against the police into one already-existing
agency or office may constrain what actually gets
investigated or addressed—again, not out of neglect, but
because of a strain on already limited time and resources.

As for defunct alternatives, Worcester once had another
mechanism for processing complaints: the Citizen
Complaints Officer, a position akin to the City Clerk and
City Auditor because it was independently appointed by
the City Council. The position was eliminated from the
Charter by vote on November 3, 1987. Its powers, outlined
in Section 2-8(c), stated that the officer “shall be
responsible for processing citizen complaints and inquiries
that are directed or referred to him/her.” If questions arose
about jurisdiction over the police department, the section
added that the officer would “investigate and analyze data
on all citizen complaints received” and “confer with and
receive the cooperation of the city manager and the
department heads and executive officers of the city
agencies.” While the position’s elimination makes this a
moot point, it demonstrates that Worcester once had a
form of complaint review independent of the City
Manager and may provide a model for future oversight.
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SECTION 3: MODELS OF ACCOUNTABILITY AND OVERSIGHT IN PRACTICE

So far, this report has covered the types of civilian review
along with NACOLE's effective principles, and has done an
in-depth examination of various calls for civilian review in
Worcester. What has become clear over the course of this
work is that the desire for civilian oversight in the City is
not new. It has been called for repeatedly since at least the
1970s, and maybe even prior that, whenever there has
been a high profile event involving the police. And while
Worcester has some investigatory outlets that serve similar
functions, their limits and shortcomings are clear. For
these reasons, the Research Bureau recommends the
creation of a civilian oversight agency of some form
within the city.

The following section highlights important principles
and practices that the Research Bureau believes a
civilian review board designed in and for Worcester
should uphold where possible. These should be the
guiding practices that inform the creation and
operation of such a board, insofar as municipal and
state law will allow. Within each of the practices below,
the Research Bureau has also included examples from
other review agencies across the country. It should be
noted that this section does not provide an exhaustive list
of best practices, but those that the Bureau believes are
among the most important for policymakers in the City to
consider as they work towards creating such an oversight
agency.

Overall, this section presents an opportunity to use “best
practices” and models to create an effective system of
oversight for Worcester.

1) Clear Jurisdictional Authority and Discretion
Oversight must manage caseloads responsibly, focusing
resources where they matter most. New York City's
Civilian Complaint Review Board (CCRB) runs a
mediation program and can dismiss matters outside
jurisdiction, without merit, or better suited for other
venues, while moving forward on serious complaints.
Oakland’s Community Police Review Agency (CPRA) is
required to investigate high-priority cases (use of force,
deaths in custody, profiling) but can decline or refer other
matters, balancing mandate with capacity. Boston’s
Civilian Review Board (CRB) adds flexibility by allowing
cases to be initiated by board vote even without a
complainant, but it too can close or refer cases back when
appropriate. These examples show that Worcester's system
should explicitly authorize its board to dismiss trivial or
misfiled complaints while guaranteeing full review of the
most serious ones.

2) Scope and Execution of Investigations

The creation of the civilian review board will not eliminate
the Bureau of Professional Standards or investigations
done by the Worcester Police Department. It's necessary,
then, for the creation of the oversight agency to delineate
the primary scope and execution of its investigations. For
example, who has the primary authority to investigate
complaints, and which kinds? In Cambridge, for example,
if a complainant brings concerns to the police first, the
police will investigate, and the board can review; and if
complaints are brought to the Police Review and
Advisory Board (PRAB) first, the board investigates. In
both cases, one organization must inform the other. In
some cities, investigations are done concurrently by the

Figure 7: Expectations for a Strong and Sustainable Civilian Review Board in Worcester
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police and the agency; in Hartford, for instance, the
inspector general conducts concurrent investigations with
the police when directed by the review board. Should one
investigation take precedence or pause for the other?
Answering these questions from the start can eliminate
potential conflict in the future when jurisdictions are
questioned.

3) Independent Investigative Capacity

An oversight body without its own investigators is limited
to second-guessing internal affairs. The most effective
models empower dedicated, professionally trained civilian
staff. Oakland’'s Community Police Review Agency
(CPRA) is required to maintain at least one investigator
per 100 sworn officers and employ a licensed attorney-
investigator as well as an independent agency attorney
separate from City legal staff. Investigations are subject to
deadlines and backed by authority to compel records.
Cleveland’s Office of Professional Standards (OPS)
similarly provides an independent team of civilian
investigators that reports to the Civilian Police Review
Board (CPRB) rather than the police chain of command,
with mandatory budget support. These structures illustrate
how codified investigative staffing standards and
independence from city or police attorneys are essential.
Columbus pairs its Civilian Police Review Board with a
Department of the Inspector General, where the
Inspector General, appointed by a two-thirds vote of the
CPRB and confirmed by the Mayor, manages investigative
staff that support CPRB inquiries. This dual structure
combines civilian oversight with a professional
investigative arm while protecting resources through a
charter-guaranteed annual appropriation that cannot be
disproportionately cut.

4) Sufficient and Sustained Budget

Oversight only works if it has guaranteed resources
that cannot be whittled away year to year. The
strongest models tie budget to the size of the police force.
New York City’s Civilian Complaint Review Board
(CCRB) is guaranteed by charter a baseline equal to 0.65%
of the New York Police Department’'s (NYPD) uniformed
headcount; cuts can only happen if they mirror broader
city cuts and are explained in writing. Cleveland goes
further: its Civilian Police Review Board (CPRB) and
Office of Professional Standards (OPS) together receive
at least 1% of the police budget, and its Community
Police Commission (CPC) has an independent guarantee
of $1M plus 0.5% of the police budget for community
grants. These kinds of formula-driven guarantees ensure
stability and prevent political actors from starving
oversight when its findings prove inconvenient. For
Worcester, adopting a percentage-of-police-budget
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guarantee or a staffing-based minimum would provide the
durability necessary to build public trust.

If Worcester were to adopt the New York model in
FY26, its 466 sworn officers would require
approximately 3 investigators (0.65% of headcount),
costing $272,610 to $302,900 annually assuming
$90,000-$100,000 per investigator. Under Cleveland's
model, 1% minimum of the police budget is dedicated to
the Civilian Police Review Board (CPRB), which holds
hearing, makes rulings, and recommends policy changes,
and the Office of Professional Standards (OPS), which is
the staff of qualified civilian investigators and an
administrator appointed through a merit-based process,
ensuring independence from police command. Board
members themselves are compensated modestly,
reflecting the expectation of sustained professional
engagement rather than symbolic volunteer service. If
Worcester adopted this approach in FY26, 1% of the
Worcester Police Department’'s $61,003,404 budget
would equal $610,034, providing a floor for
investigative staff, administrative support, and board
operations.

5) Selection and Appointment of Board Members

Just as a sufficient budget ensures independence, so too
does the selection process of board members. A mix of
appointing authorities can ensure that board members do
not feel indebted to the person(s) that appointed them. In
Hartford, for example, the mayor appoints eight of the
members of the board with the approval of the Court of
Common Council, and the commission on human relations
appoints the ninth member. In any case, one way to make
appointments that ensures independence is to—so to
speak—use “many hands.” For example, one could
imagine a system where (1) names are recommended to
the City Manager, (2) the City Manager picks from those
names, and (3) the City Council approves them. That
ensures that the board has some political independence
from one person or group appointing them. Ensuring
some degree of political independence of the board,
insofar as municipal and state law allows, is important no
matter who the appointing authority is—whether that is a
city manager, a mayor, or a city council.

6) Limits on Police Representation in Oversight Roles

Ferguson sets wide eligibility restrictions for its Civilian
Review Board, making ineligible current or past FPD
employees, their spouses, city employees or their spouses,
and elected officials or their spouses. Oakland bars
current and former sworn OPD officers, police union
employees, and city employees from serving on its
oversight bodies. Boston prohibits both OPAT staff and
Civilian Review Board members from being current law
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enforcement officers. Cleveland restricts current and
former CPD employees from serving in the Office of
Professional Standards, which handles independent
investigations, but does not bar them from the Civilian
Police Review Board that rules on those cases. New York
City imposes no limits on law enforcement representation
within the Civilian Complaint Review Board (CCRB), which
investigates misconduct complaints, but its Independent
Police Investigation and Audit Board (IPIAB)—a separate
body that conducts corruption audits and independent
investigations—does prohibit its members from holding
other public office or employment.

7) Representative and Inclusive Membership

Civilians charged with oversight of complaints against the
police should reflect the demographic diversity of
Worcester. At the very least, a review board should consist
of people from across the city, of different races,
ethnicities, ages, genders, sexual orientation, and incomes.
Just as the police should reflect the community they serve,
so too should its oversight. How this is ultimately achieved
is different in every community that has an oversight
agency, but many include language in their ordinances or
founding documents that indicate what is required. For
example, Cambridge’s Police Review and Advisory
Board (PRAB) ordinance states that the City Manager
must make every effort to ensure that the PRAB “fairly and
accurately” represents the City's racial, social, and
economic composition. In Hartford, the Civilian Police
Review Board (CPRB) includes members recommended to
the Mayor by the City Council and/or through a
community recommendation process; but, in addition,
specifically includes a non-voting young adult member, as
well as at least one previously “justice-involved” person.
This may well be reasonably achieved through a
requirement that members represent a variety of city
council districts, as well as potential limits in where at-
large members can live (i.e, no more than one at-large
member per district).

8) Member Training Requirements

Some locales might be concerned with civilians, without
law  enforcement  experience, reviewing  police
investigations. One way to alleviate those concerns is to
ensure that all members of the board are trained in police
practices and procedures, redacted information, civil rights
law, mediation and complaint assessment, and personally
protected information (or PPI). Onboarding of new board
members is very important, as are regular trainings to
keep abreast of new police practices, policy changes, and
updates to the law. Hartford board members must
undergo training in the policies and procedures of
Hartford's Police Department. New Haven'’s civilian review
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board must, in its annual report, list its plan for the
training of its members in the coming year.

9) Access to Police Data Systems

Boston’s OPAT staff are explicitly tasked with collecting
and publishing complaint data, stop-and-frisk statistics,
use-of-force incidents, and payouts, ensuring oversight is
grounded in comprehensive information. Oakland
mandates next-day sharing of complaints with the CPRA
and grants it full access to Oakland Police Department
(OPD) databases, subject only to narrow legal limits.
Cleveland’s charter states that OPS has guaranteed access
to all Cleveland Division of Police records with compelled
cooperation from the Chief, and reports only to the CCRB,
not police command. These models show that effective
oversight requires not just the right to request files, but a
statutory entitlement to continuous, routine access to
police data and investigations.

10) Subpoena Power

Without the ability to compel testimony and documents,
oversight is toothless. The strongest models give
subpoena power directly to the board or its staff, without
requiring city legal department approval. New York City's
Civilian Complaint Review Board (CCRB) can issue
subpoenas by majority vote, delegate issuance to its
executive director, and enforce through court action.
Cleveland’s Civilian Police Review Board (CPRB) and
Community Police Commission (CPC) both hold broad
subpoena power over documents, witnesses, and
evidence, making compliance non-negotiable. Boston’s
Office of Police Accountability and Transparency
(OPAT) Commission can issue subpoenas with a two-
thirds vote, enforceable in Superior Court. By contrast,
weaker models like Columbus require city attorney
approval, which dilutes independence. For Worcester,
subpoena authority should be vested in the oversight
body itself, as far as Massachusetts’ law allows, with
enforcement mechanisms clearly defined.

11) Transparency in Investigation Results

One of the many reasons that people might want a civilian
review board is a belief that the timelines, processes, and
results of complaint investigations lack transparency.
Some investigations might become public right away,
some might only become public after a certain amount of
outcry, and some might not ever become public. An
oversight agency, especially one concerned with public
trust and legitimacy, should be transparent about its
investigation results (so long, of course, as that
transparency does not break any kind of confidentiality
law or personally protected information). As NACOLE has
written, “for an independent entity to bring transparency
to [a] historically opaque process is a fundamental goal
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and component of civilian oversight. Civilian oversight
provides a unique opportunity for the public to learn
about misconduct complaints and other areas of the law

enforcement agency that serves the
community” (Vitoroulis 2021, 69). The Providence
External Review Authority (PERA) notifies the

complainants and police officers “in a timely fashion”
regarding the status or disposition of their complaint. In
Cambridge, the board is required to make the final
disposition of complaints public, the board secretary keeps
a public docket of complaints and the disposition of each
complaint, the “board shall issue a written response to
complaints and it shall deliver a copy of its response and/
or findings to all parties” and "any report or action
involving a civilian complaint shall be made public.” In
Hartford, following the investigation of the inspector
general, the review board will send its findings and
determinations to the police chief, and concurrently send
them to “the citizen complainant and to the relevant
community-based agencies.”

12) Regular and Public Reporting

In a similar vein as the transparency of individual
investigation results, the oversight agency should be
issuing at least annual reports summarizing its
investigations, analyzing patterns of complaints and their
dispositions, and in general being self-reflective of their
own work and the work in the year ahead. Similarly,
keeping the City Manager and City Council abreast of its
regular and ongoing work is helpful in maintaining the
board’s accountability to the city and to the public at
large. Annual reporting, pattern analysis, and the like are
not uncommon among civilian review boards.
Cambridge’s PRAB makes quarterly reports about its
handling of complaints and plans for the future. The
Providence External Review Authority makes bi-annual
reports about its activities, including analysis of complaint
trends, and its own expenditures. Hartford’s Civilian
Police Review Board must issue an annual report that is
relatively detailed; its report must include the “type and
number of complaints filed, the number and identity of
police officers complained against and the number and
identity of police officers against whom multiple
complaints were received, and [their] disposition, the
identity of police officers with either more than two
complaints in the past twelve-months or more than five in
the past ten years, and the dollar value of any settlements
ordered and/or paid arising out of citizen complaints,
provided such disclosure does not violate a confidentiality
agreement.” The chief of police in Hartford must also
release an annual report indicating any discipline or
assistance given to officers and employees who received
multiple complaints.
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13) Opportunities for Community Listening and
Engagement

In trying to gain or maintain public trust and legitimacy,
residents need to know that the board exists, can receive
complaints, and will report back to the public with
complaint disposition. A board might only be as effective
as far as it actually receives complaints and takes public
feedback. In Providence, the external review authority is
specifically tasked with doing outreach to inform the
public of it and its practices, and must do so in several
languages. While not specifically within the ordinance,
Cambridge’s FY26 budget notes that the PRAB must
conduct education and outreach to increase public
awareness of the board, as well as to educate the public
about police procedures.

14) Handling of Disciplinary Recommendations

While review boards might recommend discipline to the
Police Chief, in many it is up to the Police Chief whether to
follow those recommendations. Civilian oversight might
recommend discipline but generally cannot enact it. While
review boards review complaints and process
investigations, some in the community might feel that they
are ultimately useless if they have no role to play in
discipline where it might be warranted. That is why it is
helpful here to have some transparency on the part of the
police themselves: if the board recommends discipline,
and the Police Chief disagrees with that discipline, the
Chief should, at the very least, respond in writing to the
agency that (1) the particular discipline was not provided,
(2) what discipline was ultimately given, and (3) the
reasoning for the disagreement. One potential way to limit
disagreements over discipline is to come to a common
agreement, between the board and the police, of a
"disciplinary matrix” that sets out in advance which actions
should result in what sorts of punishment. At the very
least, such a matrix provides a baseline expectation of
what to expect an oversight agency to propose upon
completion of its review. In any case, Providence requires
written explanations for the chief's decision, and Hartford
allows for an independent arbitrator if the chief’s decision
differs from that recommended by the board.

/ WRRB.ORG



CONCLUSIONS AND FINAL THOUGHTS

Calls for civilian oversight of law enforcement are not
uncommon in the United States, and Worcester has
revisited this issue repeatedly for more than five decades.
The Worcester Regional Research Bureau recommends
that a civilian oversight entity of the Worcester Police
Department be established to increase public
transparency, strengthen accountability, and build
trust between the community and law enforcement.
This step complements policy changes undertaken by
the current city administration and WPD since CNA's
racial equity audit and the Department of Justice's
pattern-or-practice investigation.

Research from the National Association for Civilian
Oversight of Law Enforcement has shown that more than
half (56%) of the 200 most populous cities in the U.S. have
some form of civilian review of the police, including, in
Massachusetts, Boston and Springfield. Oversight across
the nation has grown in fits and starts for more than 100
years; in other words, Worcester can draw from a deep
well of models, principles, and practices, including those in
Cambridge, Providence, Hartford, and New Haven and
innovative cities from across the country. Civilian review
can take many forms—a board reviewing complaints
about police, an independent auditor or inspector general,
or even a hybrid of the two. What defines the practice is
that it is civilian-led: complaint review conducted by
individuals outside of law enforcement.

At times, suggestions of review (including in Worcester)
have been met with the argument that such oversight
agencies are not experts in policing. But appropriate
training and access to expertise can mitigate such
concerns. Moreover, the independence of civilian
oversight is itself a strength: history has shown that
internal police investigations—even within
professional standards bureaus—can fail to hold fellow
officers fully accountable, whether due to conflicts of
interest, organizational culture, or reluctance to
challenge colleagues. Civilian oversight introduces a level
of impartiality and distance that builds public credibility.

As the Research Bureau noted in its 1994 report on civilian
review, an initial lack of technical expertise is not
uncommon among similar bodies—"the expectation that
reasonable laymen can judge matters in which they are
not technical experts forms the basis, for instance, of the
jury system” (Bureau 1994, 9). Just as jurors are entrusted
to weigh evidence in complex criminal trials, civilians can
be entrusted, with training and support, to evaluate
complaints of misconduct. In fact, involving members of
the community provides a perspective that
professional police investigators cannot bring: an
understanding of how policing practices are
experienced by the public.
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Civilian oversight is therefore not a replacement for
professional expertise, but a necessary complement to it.
By combining training, outside expertise, and the
independence of community members, Worcester can
establish a process that is more transparent, credible, and
trusted than leaving accountability solely in the hands of
law enforcement.

The implementation of civilian oversight is not about
punishment; it is about creating a transparent and
credible process that benefits both the public and the
police. Worcester's history makes clear that calls for
oversight return whenever trust is shaken, from the Rib
Crib events in 1970 to the Department of Justice's 2024
Pattern-or-Practice report. Civilian oversight is not a
symbolic measure but an important step toward ensuring
accountability, transparency, and public confidence in the
city’s safety institutions. A new system could centralize
many of the responsibilities currently divided among the
EODEl, Human Rights Commission, and Bureau of
Professional Standards, allowing those entities to take on a
broader focus on citywide equity and human rights while
one body specializes in police accountability. Alternatively,
civilian oversight could be integrated into the existing
decentralized structure, strengthening coordination and
transparency across agencies. In either case, the goal is
to create a robust accountability system.

Civilian oversight will require resources, careful
planning, and attention to municipal and state law,
collective bargaining agreements, and Worcester’s city
charter. These frameworks may shape how an oversight
body can be structured, but they need not prevent the City
from moving forward. We should all recognize that
developing a strong civilian oversight system should
be a deliberate process that prioritizes getting it right
rather than doing it quickly, requiring thoughtful
participation from the City Administration, WPD, EODEI,
the City Council, the public, and other stakeholders in
shaping its form. By identifying and addressing such
considerations thoughtfully, Worcester can design a
system that is both legally sound and responsive to
community expectations. While the creation of civilian
oversight will take time, and will require transparent
deliberation, Worcester is not starting from scratch. This
report provides a blueprint for success: NACOLE's 13
effective principles and 14 key practices (outlined in
Section 3) offer clear guidance for how to establish a
system that is both effective and sustainable.

The Research Bureau believes that creating a local civilian
oversight entity is not simply worthwhile—it is a necessary
initiative to advance transparency, accountability, and trust
in Worcester's policing for years to come.
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NOTES ON THE TEXT

'(page 3) American democracy is at its best when we continue to find new ways to live up to its founding principles—especially the
idea of checks and balances. While elected officials and appointed leaders play a vital role in providing oversight, many scholars and
practitioners now recognize that local democracy is strongest when community members also have opportunities to participate in
shaping, reviewing, and improving government practices. Across the country, cities adopt new tools that bring residents, public
servants, and community organizations together to solve problems. As public challenges grow more complex, collaboration and
shared responsibility have become essential. Research by Rosemary O’Leary and Tina Nabatchi (2005) shows how government
agencies are increasingly using approaches like deliberative forums, participatory budgeting, and community mediation to ensure the
voices of residents are reflected in decisions that affect them. These processes give people a seat at the table, help surface concerns
early, and build stronger relationships between communities and public institutions.

Other experts like John Bryson and Barbara Crosby (2014) highlight the value of cross-sector collaboration, where government works
alongside nonprofits, businesses, and community members to deliver services and shape policies. This kind of partnership doesn't
replace the role of government—it enhances it. When public institutions invite broader participation, they gain new insight, strengthen
legitimacy, and improve their ability to meet public needs. At the same time, it is important to be cautious that collaboration does not
become a means for government to offload core responsibilities onto nonprofit organizations, a trend that has raised concerns in
some communities.

Robert and Janet Denhardt (2000) have also emphasized that public servants are most effective when they work with communities, not
just for them. In their view, people aren't just customers of government services—they're active participants in shaping how those
services are delivered. Public employees, including city staff and police officers, are essential partners in this work, helping to build
trust, foster open communication, and keep the focus on shared goals.

This broader view of democratic participation is especially relevant in conversations about civilian oversight of police. In many cities,
community-driven oversight models—Ilike review boards or inspector general offices—have been developed not to undermine police,
but to support them. These efforts can help departments enhance transparency, build public confidence, and work proactively to
prevent misunderstandings or misconduct. When structured thoughtfully and collaboratively, oversight can serve as a shared tool for
building trust and achieving better outcomes, especially in communities that have historically felt unheard.

Ultimately, thinking creatively about how we balance power and who participates in oversight can strengthen our local democracy.
These efforts affirm that community members aren't just recipients of policy—they are essential partners in making government more
responsive, inclusive, and effective. When we work together across roles and responsibilities, we build the kind of city where everyone
has a voice—and everyone benefits.

2 (page 6) For example, an oversight agency might be structurally independent from local law enforcement, but its members or staff
might not feel that they have political independence. A lack of political independence can take many shapes: it could be that board
appointments are done in an opaque way by one person; it could also be a community that rejects the board if it does not take the
positions that it wants them to take after the facts have been laid out. See (Schaible 2024, 4-5).

3 (page 13) Though, as noted in a 1991 interview with the outgoing Eleanor Hawley, who served as Executive Director of the Human

Rights Commission for 10 years, keeping the board fully appointed in the early 1990s did not seem to be much of a priority (Frain
1991).
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