
Cities Weigh Cutting Police 
Budgets and Discover How 

Hard That Is 
Officers’ pay is a large part of the spending and is often subject to collective 

bargaining. Pensions are locked in for years. 
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Cities across America are weighing whether to reduce or redirect spending on police. 
Some, with backing from mayors and city councils, are already undertaking efforts to do 
so, as protesters in their streets call for “defunding.” 

They’re quickly learning that police budgets, built up over generations with broad public 
support, are difficult to dismantle. 



Elected officials in New York, Seattle, Los Angeles and Minneapolis, among other 
places, have approved plans to reduce police budgets in response to the 
nationwide protests following the killing of George Floyd in police custody in 
Minneapolis. 
But many of the cuts are cosmetic, temporary or represent a relatively small part of 
budgets. In the case of Minneapolis, they may not stick. A Minnesota state commission 
has delayed a city council plan to put a proposal to disband the police department on the 
November ballot. 
On Monday, Seattle’s city council approved about a $3 million cut to police spending for 
the remaining budget year, around 1% of the annual police budget but far less than the 
50% target some on the city council have proposed. Police Chief Carmen Best, the first 
Black woman to hold the post and who opposed sharp spending cuts, announced her 
retirement in the wake of the decision and decried a “lack of respect” for officers. 
 
 



 
Other cities are trying to avoid cutting police funding despite hits to tax revenue from the 
economic slowdown. A few, such as San Diego, have even voted to increase police 
budgets recently. 
 
The calls for cutting come amid a rise in violent crime in several large U.S. cities this 
year, including a murder increase in most large ones. Chicago on Sunday night saw heavy 
looting of its Magnificent Mile and other upscale shopping districts following a police 
shooting that wounded a man in another area. Officers said he had fired on them first. 
Chicago recorded 94 homicides in the 28 days ended Aug. 2. Speaking before Sunday’s 
looting, Alderman Matt O’Shea, a Democrat, said, “We just had the most violent month 
in 28 years. Is now really the time to talk about defunding, whatever that is?” 



Even activists differ on what defunding the police means. Some want to outright end or 
deeply cut police departments. Others say the term means redirecting a portion of police 
money to things such as social workers, education, and job programs, or moving 
functions to other departments. 
Recent polling suggests Americans support changes in policing, but also broadly support 
police. In a mid-June poll by Pew Research Center, following the first of the protests 
after the George Floyd killing, about 42% of Black adults surveyed favored reductions in 
spending on policing in their areas, and 21% of white adults did. 
Gallup polling released more recently found that 47% of all respondents and 70% of 
Black respondents supported shifting some police spending to social programs. Still, 67% 
overall and 61% of Black Americans wanted to see the police presence in their 
neighborhoods remain the same, and about one-fifth of both groups wanted to see it 
increase. 
The polling showed 58% of Americans support major changes to policing, but just 15% 
support abolishing the police. 
“What I know from being in city council and now as mayor is that people don’t 
necessarily take exception to the presence of police in their communities,” said Atlanta 
Mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms. “They take exception to bad police in their communities.” 

Support from voters and politicians is a reason that local spending on police—now 
around $100 billion a year—has outpaced the overall growth of city and county budgets 
over roughly four decades, rising faster than K-12 education, sanitation and parks and 
recreation, according to a Wall Street Journal analysis of Census data compiled by the 
Urban Institute think tank. Between 1977 and 2017, local spending on policing rose 
176%, versus a 137% rise in general expenses, accounting for inflation. 

“In Atlanta when I look at our police budget, I see capital costs, I see salaries, I see 
pension costs, I see workers’ compensation,” said Ms. Bottoms, a Democrat. One of her 
first moves as mayor in 2018 was to increase police salaries. 

She has also invested city resources in community programs and is pushing to overhaul 
use-of-force practices. In June, the Atlanta city council narrowly voted down police 
budget cuts called for by some activists. 



“Re-imagining our police department is a conversation that I’m very much interested in 
having,” Ms. Bottoms said. “Eliminating the police department is a nonstarter of a 
conversation.” 

 
A protest in New York on July 4 
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Some defunding proponents acknowledge that police budgets can’t be quickly or easily 
dismantled. But they say it is the only way to end law-enforcement tactics they say 
disproportionately impact minority communities. 

Reducing police funding “is going to be a process over time,” said Andrea Ritchie, a 
researcher at the Barnard Center for Research on Women. She has publicly advocated 
deep cuts in police spending, saying the money could be better spent addressing the root 
causes of violence. 

Police budgets are set by elected officials at local and state levels, with spending often 
enshrined in multiyear labor contracts negotiated with unions, and with pension 



obligations that last for decades. Some police spending is obligated by court settlements 
over use of force. 

Compensation makes up more than half of police department operating budgets, without 
counting benefit and pension costs, according to a Journal analysis of data from the 
Census Bureau and a Justice Department unit called the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
Cities that pay below-market salaries risk losing officers to neighboring towns. 

Agreements with police unions establish work conditions—typically pay, hours and 
benefits—in 71% of departments that serve a million or more people and in 53% of 
police departments serving 500,000 to a million people, according to a Bureau of Justice 
Statistics report from 2013, the most recent. Sometimes, union rules mandate the number 
of officers on a shift or assignment. 

 



 

Police pension-plan costs for 12 major cities and counties tracked by the Boston College 
Center for Retirement Research average more than three times what they did 18 years 
ago, adjusted for inflation. Pension obligations, which often kick in when officers are 
middle-aged and set up many years of payouts, can be decades long. 

New York City’s spending on police department pensions has risen 94%, accounting for 
inflation, since 2005 to $2.8 billion in 2020, according to data collected by the Citizens 
Budget Commission, a watchdog group. The pension rise was steeper than any other 
major budget item relating to the police. 

Police misconduct creates another set of spending obligations, as departments have faced 
persistent problems with the use of force. The 10 U.S. cities with the largest police 
departments paid out more than $1 billion in settlements and judgments from 2010 
through 2014, an investigation by the Journal found. Justice Department probes have led 
to expensive changes such as adding body cameras and capping the numbers of officers 
per supervisor. 



 
Police in Washington, D.C., facing demonstrators on June 1. 
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“All of this stuff is really hard to dislodge,” said Michael Leo Owens, an associate 
professor of political science at Emory University in Atlanta. “If you look at the reforms 
[cities] are mentioning, they’re not talking about serious money.” 

Since the killing of Mr. Floyd on May 25, some local elected officials have been more 
receptive to shifting some police money or finding ways to raise spending on other 
services. They are pledging more for mental-health counselors in Austin, Texas, and 
social services in Los Angeles. 



New York City Police Department total expenses, 2019

  Note: Benefits include health insurance, 

disability insurance, social security contributions, and other benefits. Operating budget total does not reflect some 
adjustments, such as money spent by other departments on policing. Additional expenses represent city budget dollars 

devoted to police spending outside of the department's operating budget.  Source: New York City Comprehensive Annual 
Financial Report and Citizens Budget Commission analysis of NYC financial records 

New York Mayor Bill de Blasio in late June announced roughly $1 billion in cuts to the 
$5.6 billion police operating budget for the fiscal year ending in June 2021. Much of the 
cutting will come from moving functions such as school crossing guards to other 
departments. 
The remaining $439 million is from canceling a police-academy class and, especially, 
from a planned decrease in overtime. The Democratic mayor said this year’s lack of 
parades and sports will cut overtime needs. Budget projections show overtime bouncing 
back in future years. 



In Los Angeles, city council members approved $150 million in cuts to the nearly $1.9 
billion police budget. The city, which is already contractually obligated by an agreement 
last year to raise police salaries, expects to achieve the cuts by significantly reducing 
overtime and reducing the force through attrition, according to people familiar with the 
city’s affairs. 

In Seattle, where protesters took over several blocks for three weeks in June, a 
spokeswoman for the mayor’s office said about half of the roughly $3 million police 
spending cut approved by the city council is to come from layoffs that must be bargained 
with the police union. 



 

Albuquerque, N.M., is planning to shift some police functions to a new “community 
safety” department, which could respond to 911 calls by sending social workers, 
homelessness specialists and violence-prevention experts. Little of its funding will come 
from the roughly $210 million police budget, about 80% of which goes to labor costs, 
including retirement and increased salaries to combat an officer shortage. 



Facing a violent-crime rate three times the national average, Albuquerque’s city council 
in 2018 raised sales taxes, mostly to increase the police and fire budgets. The city also 
has had to increase spending on police equipment and cap the number of officers per 
supervisor because of a federal settlement of allegations of use of excessive force. 

For the community safety department’s $10 million or so budget, Albuquerque expects to 
be able to shift about $1 million from the police department—about half of one percent of 
the police budget. 

U.S. public support for police increased after mass shootings in 2016, including the 
Orlando, Fla., Pulse nightclub attack and the targeted killing of five Dallas police 
officers. A Gallup poll later that year showed Americans’ respect for local police at its 
highest levels since 1967. A Pew poll the same year found a majority of respondents 
thought the police presence in their communities was the right size; more than a third 
wanted to see more police, and only 8% wanted fewer. 

 
Chicago police investigated the scene of a mass shooting July 21. 
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Support dropped following Mr. Floyd’s killing and the nationwide protests. In the Pew 
poll in June, just 34% of respondents said police did a good or excellent job of treating 
racial and ethnic groups equally, down from 47% in a Pew poll conducted in 2016. 



Also lower was the share who said police do a good or excellent job of using the right 
amount of force; 35% said so, compared with 45% in 2016. 

The roots of today’s U.S. police budgets trace to a surge late last century in the rate of 
violent crime. It rose from lows in the 1960s to a peak in the early 1990s of about 758 
violent crimes per 100,000 people, according to Federal Bureau of Investigation statistics. 
A Wall Street Journal/NBC Poll in the early ’90s found 93% of respondents regarded 
dealing with crime as an absolute priority. 

 
 
 
Police salary surge 



 
 
Starting in 1994, a federal initiative under President Clinton sent billions of dollars to 

small towns for police hiring. It prompted more than 300 towns to create brand-new 

police departments. Big cities made hiring police a priority. New York added 35% more 

officers per capita between 1993 and 1997, according to Bureau of Justice Statistics data. 

Violent crimes fell by half from 1993 through 2018, to 369 per 100,000 Americans, 

according to FBI data. Arrest rates in the mid-2010s dropped to the lowest in decades. 



Meanwhile, police mandates expanded. By 2016, more than 40% of departments serving 
100,000 or more people had task forces on terrorism and cybercrimes. Police became the 
first government contact for people with troubles such as addiction, mental illness and 
homelessness. Officers increasingly were stationed in schools to protect and monitor 
students. 

The officer facing murder charges for killing Rayshard Brooks in Atlanta wasn’t 
responding to a call about crime but about a man asleep in his car in a Wendy’s drive-
through line. 

 



Cleveland Chief of Police Calvin Williams, in December 2015 
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“The job description has changed. It goes from just doing police work to states 
disinvesting in mental health, where now we have more and more crisis intervention,” 
said Calvin Williams, chief of Cleveland’s division of police. 

Cleveland added body cameras and training aimed at reducing the use of force following 
a Justice Department investigation and a high-profile 2014 case in which a white officer 
shot and killed Tamir Rice, a Black 12-year-old boy who was carrying a plastic pellet 
gun. The city agreed to pay $6 million to the child’s family. 
The cameras and the cost of paying other officers to fill in for those undergoing days of 
training were very expensive, said Cleveland’s Democratic mayor, Frank Jackson. 
“Racism is still here,” Mr. Jackson said. “And how do you keep it in check? Sometimes it 
costs money to do that.” 

Some of what budget setters wrestle with can be seen in Santa Ana, Calif., population 
about 332,000, where the city council last year approved $25.6 million in salary and 
benefit increases for the police over three years, in a package negotiated with a police 
union. 

Jose Solorio, a council member who voted for the increases, said he was concerned about 
crime. For every 100,000 people in 2018, Santa Ana logged 468 violent crimes, vs. the 
national average of 369. 

“It was necessary to compete in hiring officers in a competitive environment,” Mr. 
Solorio said. 

Santa Ana police officers are paid $88,692 to start, rising to $102,684 after 2.5 years, plus 
benefits. Sergeants and lieutenants earn more. Officers volunteered to delay a raise from 
the current level for six months to ease the pandemic’s effect on the budget. 

Cecilia Iglesias was one of two council members who voted against the raises. “The 
additional money, the $25 million, that could have gone to a lot of services,” she said, 
such as programs for youth and seniors. 



Ms. Iglesias lost her council seat in May. The Santa Ana Police Officers Association 
spent a total of about $300,000 seeking a recall election and then supporting her ouster 
after a recall vote was set, election filings show. 

Association President Gerry Serrano said the union’s support for her recall wasn’t related 
to her vote. He said she “villainizes” those who work to provide public safety. 

Ms. Iglesias said, “I support law enforcement and law and order.” She said it’s the police 
union she disagrees with. 

 
Santa Ana, Calif., police at an inspection in November 2018. 
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—Rachael Levy, James Benedict and Yan Wu contributed to this article. 

Write to Heather Gillers at heather.gillers@wsj.com and Andrea Fuller 
at andrea.fuller@wsj.com 

 


