
Coronavirus Has Changed Everything 
for Police Across the Country 

Officers enforce social distancing with drones, quarantine at home after shifts 
and grieve colleagues who died of Covid-19 

 
Santa Rosa Police Department officers grabbed cleaning supplies at a cleaning station setup outside their 
station. 
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SANTA ROSA, Calif.—On a recent evening here, Sgt. Michael Clark urged caution 
when enforcing a new face mask requirement for residents to the 10 officers circled 
around him in what the police department now uses as a briefing room: the parking lot. 

“If it’s something where you’re trying to educate somebody, there’s no violation of law, 
and they’re not wanting to wear their mask, then remove yourself from the situation,” 
said the 47-year-old sergeant, who was wearing a blue mask that matched his uniform 
and standing 6 feet from his troops. 

The pandemic has altered the nature of policing at the nation’s 18,000 departments. 
Chiefs have told their troops to avoid physical contact, resulting in fewer arrests and 
traffic stops. Officers have been told to focus on enforcing health orders from a safe 
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distance or with technological aids like drones. New schedules have been devised to 
prevent outbreaks and cover for sick officers. 
Adding to the challenge: crime rates, after dipping in the first weeks of the lockdowns, 
are rising back up in some places at the same time that drops in local tax revenue are 
threatening law enforcement budgets. 

 
Santa Rosa officers must have their temperatures checked before they can begin their shifts. 

Because they can’t work from home or consistently socially distance, police have been 
hit hard by Covid-19, the disease caused by the virus. In New York City, 5,237 officers 
and civilian members out of 55,000—or 9.5%—have tested positive, including 38 who 
died. In Chicago, 442 of the 13,000 officers—or 3%—tested positive, including three 
who died. 

On March 31, 43-year-old Santa Rosa police Detective Marylou Armer became the first 
police officer in California to die from the coronavirus, and the first Santa Rosa officer to 
die in the line of duty since 1935. Along with gloves and masks, the officers who patrol 
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this Northern California city are now wearing swatches of black cloth across their badges 

to honor her. 

Santa Rosa, a city of 177,000 in the wine country north of San Francisco, lost thousands 

of homes in the 2017 Tubbs wildfire but hasn’t been a Covid-19 hot spot. But inside its 

police department, nine of 162 officers—or 5.5%—have tested positive. 

“We prepare for earthquakes, fires now, even floods…but a pandemic is not something 

we ever really thought about,” said Chief Rainer Navarro. 

 
An officer disinfects his rifle before the start of a shift. 

To deal with the new crisis, Chief Navarro met with the police union and a group of 

sergeants and officers who plan for emergencies. They decided to adopt a new work 

schedule to slow the virus’s spread: officers work 12.5-hour shifts for three or four days, 

take three or four days off, and repeat. Then, they stay home for two weeks “so they have 

enough time to report if they come up with any symptoms,” the chief said. 
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To deal with the new crisis, Chief Navarro met with the police union and a group of
sergeants and officers who plan for emergencies. They decided to adopt a new work
schedule to slow the virus's spread: officers work 12.5-hour shifts for three or four days,
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To cover the new schedule, most of the department’s detectives have been redeployed to 
patrol duty and all vacations have been canceled. 

On a recent Monday evening, 10 officers coming off an 18-day break cleaned their shoes 
in a trough of disinfectant before going inside police headquarters, where they had their 
temperatures taken and were handed cloth masks sewn and donated by a Buddhist charity 
group. After wiping down the insides of their cruisers, they hit the streets. 

  Reported Crimes by Santa 
RosaPolice DepartmentCrime and arrests fell after a shelter-in-placeorder took effect in Santa 
Rosa, Calif. 
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Total crime reports and arrests 
five weeks before and after shelter-in-place order. Source: Santa Rosa Police Department 
 
The radio crackled with “370” calls, a new numerical signal the department has assigned 
to shelter-in-place health orders. A Popeyes Louisiana Kitchen patron called in to report a 
manager taking orders at the drive-through without properly covering his face with a 
mask. Another caller reported a group of people without masks near a homeless 
encampment. 

When a call came in about a group of men drinking at a closed city park, Sgt. Clark 
responded. But instead of walking into the 20-acre Southwest Community Park, he 
launched the police department’s drone into the air to see what was going on. 

“There’s a group of four playing soccer,” he radioed in. “Then another group 
gathered…on the south side of the park.” 

Detective Justin Mahre arrived and, standing a few yards away, asked the four men 
drinking beer what they were doing. Watching soccer, they said. That’s not an essential 
activity, Detective Mahre responded, telling the men to head home. They walked away. 

- r

Total crime reports and arrests
five weeks before and after shelter-in-place order. Source: Santa Rosa Police Department

The radio crackled with "370" calls, a new numerical signal the department has assigned
to shelter-in-place health orders. A Popeyes Louisiana Kitchen patron called in to report a
manager taking orders at the drive-through without properly covering his face with a
mask. Another caller reported a group of people without masks near a homeless
encampment.

When a call came in about a group of men drinking at a closed city park, Sgt. Clark
responded. But instead of walking into the 20-acre Southwest Community Park, he
launched the police department's drone into the air to see what was going on.

"There's a group of four playing soccer," he radioed in. "Then another group
gathered... on the south side of the park."

Detective Justin Mahre arrived and, standing a few yards away, asked the four men
drinking beer what they were doing. Watching soccer, they said. That's not an essential
activity, Detective Mahre responded, telling the men to head home. They walked away.



 
Officers are briefed in the parking lot of the police station before they begin their shifts. 

In Sonoma County, residents must wear masks in public and quarantine in place except 
for essential activities, which recently was expanded to include construction, landscaping 
and car sales. A violation is a misdemeanor, but Santa Rosa officers have been 
encouraged to use their discretion in enforcement. 

As of April 26, there were 598 calls for suspected health order violations, including 56 
mask complaints, resulting in seven citations and three arrests. 

Santa Rosa’s pandemic schedule for police is being put to the test as temperatures and 
tempers rise during the extended lockdown. In the early morning hours on a recent 
Sunday, a man fired several shots after a neighbor came to his door to complain about 
loud noises. The 16-person SWAT team was called in when the suspected shooter refused 
to come out of the house. Four officers had to be brought out of isolation early. 

“We’re trying to split the department to keep everybody healthy, but you have a major 
SWAT call out and now you have bring those people back in,” said Lt. Jeneane Kucker 
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After a two-hour standoff, the man came outside and officers arrested him, she said. 

 
Officer Jeff Badger decontaminated his boots after cleaning his cruiser and equipment. 

Overall, violent crime and property crime in Santa Rosa dropped 30% in the first five 
weeks of lockdown compared with the previous five weeks. Car theft was among the 
crimes down the least, mirroring a trend in many other cities. Total arrests fell 64%. 

Health investigators from the county are still trying to pinpoint how Detective Armer 
caught the coronavirus. “She had several cases that she was a part of right before she got 
sick. It’s very possible that she contracted it through one of those investigations,” said 
Chief Navarro, adding that it also is possible she caught it from another officer. 

Detective Armer battled virus symptoms for two weeks in March. She tried to get tested 
twice at a local hospital but was denied because of county limits on who could get tested 
at the time, according to Kaiser Permanente, the company that runs the hospital. 
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By the time she was tested on March 23, it was too late. Her husband dropped her off at 
the hospital and never saw her again. 

Instead of a funeral, a long line of police cruisers with their lights silently flashing 
traveled more than 50 miles on April 3 from Santa Rosa to the hospital in Vallejo and 
then to a cemetery in Napa. 

 
Detective Justin Mahre maintained social distance while contacting two civilians who weren’t 
obeying the shelter-in-place order. 
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