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Claims 

Municipalities with 20 largest police departments paid over $2 billion since 
2015 for alleged wrongdoings and civil rights violations 
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The 20 U.S. cities and counties with the biggest police departments have paid over $2 
billion since 2015 for alleged misconduct and civil rights violations, according to a Wall 
Street Journal analysis. 

The payments have settled allegations of excessive force, wrongful detention and other 
abuses that sometimes stretch back decades and in extreme cases resulted in death or 
permanent injury. 

New York City, the nation’s largest police department, has rung up more than $1.1 
billion in payouts since 2015, followed by Chicago at about $253 million, according to 
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The 20 U.S. cities and counties with the biggest police departments have paid over $2
billion since 2015 for alleged misconduct and civil rights violations, according to a Wall
Street Journal analysis.

The payments have settled allegations of excessive force, wrongful detention and other
abuses that sometimes stretch back decades and in extreme cases resulted in death or
permanent injury.

New York City, the nation's largest police department, has rung up more than $1.1
billion in payouts since 2015, followed by Chicago at about $253 million, according to



data gathered by the Journal through public-records requests. Los Angeles County paid 
out more than $238 million since fiscal year 2015. 

Police departments have faced increased scrutiny from politicians and protesters over 
their funding and treatment of minorities since the killing of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis police custody in May. Officials in several cities said they now use 
misconduct claims to guide police reforms, with the goal of reducing incidents that can 
spur potentially costly lawsuits. 
 

  Latonya Jones held a 
photo of her mother, Bettie Jones, a bystander who was fatally shot in 2015 by a Chicago police 
officer. The city paid her estate $16 million in a settlement. 

Chicago is using claims data to identify root causes and modify police policies and 
procedures, said Tamika Puckett, the city’s chief risk officer, a position created last year 
by Mayor Lori Lightfoot, a Democrat. 

“We haven’t always taken that approach,” Ms. Puckett said. “What we’re trying to do is 
prevent what happened in the past from reoccurring.” 

The city has changed how the police execute search warrants by requiring the presence of 
two officers in full uniform, among other changes. In addition, police recently tightened 
rules on vehicle pursuits because of the risk to pedestrians and other motorists. 
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Chicago is using claims data to identify root causes and modify police policies and
procedures, said Tamika Puckett, the city's chief risk officer, a position created last year
by Mayor Lori Lightfoot, a Democrat.

"We haven't always taken that approach," Ms. Puckett said. "What we're trying to do is
prevent what happened in the past from reoccurring."

The city has changed how the police execute search warrants by requiring the presence of
two officers in full uniform, among other changes. In addition, police recently tightened
rules on vehicle pursuits because of the risk to pedestrians and other motorists.



Who Paid the Most 
Of cities and counties with the most police officers, New York City, Chicago and Los Angeles 
have had the largest sum of payouts in recent years. 
Estimated payouts for misconduct claims, from 2015-2020* 

 

*Data is by latest reported figures and is reported by fiscal year for some places. Totals may include payments made 

between 2015 and 2020 for claims filed before 2015. Some cases involve other law enforcement agencies. Houston, 

which has the seventh-largest police department in the U.S., didn't provide payout data. 

†Includes a small share of nonmisconduct payments. 

**Totals reflect only payments made to resolve claims filed since 2015, with one exception. 

Sources: City and county governments (settlement amounts); FBI (number of police officers); Census Bureau 

(region categorizations) Jessica Wang/THE WALL STREET JOURNAL  
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The Chicago Police Department said its own risk officer works closely with Ms. 
Puckett’s office to assess and reduce risk in the agency’s policies. A police spokeswoman 
said the department is guided by data, along with national best practices and community 
input. 

Houston Police Chief Art Acevedo, who serves as president of the Major Cities Chiefs 
Association, said chiefs are examining the conduct that leads to settlements—not just in 
their own departments but nationwide. 

“There’s consequences to these payouts,” he said. “Litigation that visits City A today will 
more than likely visit City B tomorrow.” 

A previous Journal analysis in 2015 found that the 10 cities with the largest police 
departments saw a 48% rise in payouts for misconduct cases from 2010 through 2014 
totaling about $1 billion. The latest figures obtained and analyzed by the Journal show 
the same 10 cities paid out nearly $1.6 billion from 2015 through 2019. 
New York City has disbursed roughly $200 million a year on average since 2015 in 
payouts. While that sum is a fraction of the city’s nearly $90 billion annual budget, the 
monetary hit is greater than it might seem, because much of any city’s funding is 
earmarked for specific purposes, said Comptroller Scott Stringer, a Democrat. 

“Fundamental police reform is the civil rights issue of our time. But let’s be clear, from a 
fiscal perspective, this harms the city,” Mr. Stringer said of the payouts. “You’re just 
losing money for schools or after [school] programs or affordable housing—the things a 
city government would want to spend money on.” 

The Chicago Police Department said its own risk officer works closely with Ms.
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said the department is guided by data, along with national best practices and community
input.

Houston Police Chief Art Acevedo, who serves as president of the Major Cities Chiefs
Association, said chiefs are examining the conduct that leads to settlements—not just in
their own departments but nationwide.

"There's consequences to these payouts," he said. "Litigation that visits City A today will
more than likely visit City B tomorrow."

A previous Journal analysis in 2015 found that the 10 cities with the largest police
departments saw a 48% rise in payouts for misconduct cases from 2010 through 2014
totaling about $1 billion. The latest figures obtained and analyzed by the Journal show
the same 10 cities paid out nearly $1.6 billion from 2015 through 2019.
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payouts. While that sum is a fraction of the city's nearly $90 billion annual budget, the
monetary hit is greater than it might seem, because much of any city's funding is
earmarked for specific purposes, said Comptroller Scott Stringer, a Democrat.

"Fundamental police reform is the civil rights issue of our time. But let's be clear, from a
fiscal perspective, this harms the city," Mr. Stringer said of the payouts. "You're just
losing money for schools or after [school] programs or affordable housing—the things a
city government would want to spend money on."



  A jury found Anthony 
Wright not guilty in a 2016 retrial in the murder of a 77-year-old woman. Philadelphia paid him 
$9.85 million after he filed a civil rights suit. 

Mr. Stringer launched the ClaimStat program in 2014 to track claims against city 
agencies, including the New York Police Department. His staff meets weekly with NYPD 
officials to discuss claims and policies. Precincts with high rates of claims are put on 
notice and management is asked to determine what is going on with the officers or 
precinct commander, Mr. Stringer said. 
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Mr. Stringer launched the ClaimStat program in 2014 to track claims against city
agencies, including the New York Police Department. His staff meets weekly with NYPD
officials to discuss claims and policies. Precincts with high rates of claims are put on
notice and management is asked to determine what is going on with the officers or
precinct commander, Mr. Stringer said.



 

 

NYPD spokeswoman Sgt. Mary Frances O’Donnell said police officials also confer with 
the city’s Law Department and that collaboration helps improve training and policy. The 
number of lawsuits alleging police misconduct dropped 49% between the start of fiscal 
2014 and the end of 2018, she said, and claims filed against the NYPD in 2019 fell nearly 
10% from 2018, marking the fifth straight annual decrease. 

In Los Angeles County, the risk management office works with the Sheriff’s Department 
to develop a corrective action plan after every settlement greater than $100,000, officials 
said. The plans lay out the root cause of the issue that led to a lawsuit as well as measures 
taken by the department to reduce the likelihood a similar situation will happen again. 

“Obviously nothing is 100%, but we can take steps to minimize the recurrence,” said 
spokesman Capt. Joe Mendoza . “It allows us to see what we can do better, write a 

What Payouts Could Cover
New York City paid out about $175 million for
police misconduct cases in 2019, which could
have covered about 24% of what it spent on
adult shelters in a year or all of its spending on
traffic enforcement.
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NYPD spokeswoman Sgt. Mary Frances O'Donnell said police officials also confer with
the city's Law Department and that collaboration helps improve training and policy. The
number of lawsuits alleging police misconduct dropped 49% between the start of fiscal
2014 and the end of 2018, she said, and claims filed against the NYPD in 2019 fell nearly
10% from 2018, marking the fifth straight annual decrease.

In Los Angeles County, the risk management office works with the Sheriff's Department
to develop a corrective action plan after every settlement greater than $100,000, officials
said. The plans lay out the root cause of the issue that led to a lawsuit as well as measures
taken by the department to reduce the likelihood a similar situation will happen again.

"Obviously nothing is 100%, but we can take steps to minimize the recurrence," said
spokesman Capt. Joe Mendoza . "It allows us to see what we can do better, write a



mitigating plan where, if we need a change in policy, we can go ahead and change that 

policy.” 

As calls for police reform have grown louder, some cities have become more inclined to 

settle misconduct lawsuits rather than go before a jury for fear of losing in court, officials 

said. 

Contentious police encounters these days are often recorded, whether by smartphones or 

police body cameras. Citizen-shot video has “changed the whole ballgame” by letting the 

public, and juries, see a version of events different from what authorities describe, said 

Baltimore lawyer A. Dwight Pettit . “I remember losing so many cases because people 

just automatically believed the police,” he said. 

At the same time, some officials say police body-camera footage can aid a city’s defense 

if it shows an officer’s actions were justified. 

William Johnson, executive director of the National Association of Police Organizations, 

which represents 241,000 rank-and-file officers, said cities can be too quick to settle 

borderline or frivolous cases, unfairly damaging the reputation of officers and 

encouraging the filing of dubious claims. 

Current tensions around police conduct and the litigious nature of a difficult job weigh 

heavily on officers, and many are increasingly fearful of lawsuits, Mr. Johnson said. 
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As calls for police reform have grown louder, some cities have become more inclined to
settle misconduct lawsuits rather than go before a jury for fear of losing in court, officials
said.

Contentious police encounters these days are often recorded, whether by smartphones or
police body cameras. Citizen-shot video has "changed the whole ballgame" by letting the
public, and juries, see a version of events different from what authorities describe, said
Baltimore lawyer A. Dwight Pettit . "I remember losing so many cases because people
just automatically believed the police," he said.

At the same time, some officials say police body-camera footage can aid a city's defense
i f  it shows an officer's actions were justified.

William Johnson, executive director of the National Association of Police Organizations,
which represents 241,000 rank-and-file officers, said cities can be too quick to settle
borderline or frivolous cases, unfairly damaging the reputation of officers and
encouraging the filing of dubious claims.

Current tensions around police conduct and the litigious nature of a difficult job weigh
heavily on officers, and many are increasingly fearful of lawsuits, Mr. Johnson said.



  Gwen Carr, center, mother of Eric 
Garner, who died after he was put in a chokehold by a New York City police officer, at a news 
conference in July 2019. The city paid his family $5.9 million in a settlement. 

 “There are cases where officers make errors and mistakes, sometimes tragically so,” he 
said. “And there are cases that are worse than that, where officers sometimes do things 
deliberately and break the law. We don’t want to work with people like that.” 

The Journal’s analysis found wide geographic variations. Sunbelt cities like Phoenix, 
Dallas and San Antonio have spent far less than cities and counties in other parts of the 
U.S. For example, Dallas, with about 3,000 officers, has paid $3.7 million since 2015, 
compared with $28.5 million paid by Detroit, which has roughly 550 fewer officers, 
according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Some states and cities have laws that 
cap payouts. 

Protests Continue Into Third Night After Breonna Taylor Decision 

   In late September, protesters 
gathered after a Kentucky grand jury decision in the Breonna Taylor case in cities including 
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Louisville, Ky., Los Angeles, New York and Boston. Photo: Leslie Spurlock/Zuma Press 
(Originally published Sept. 26, 2020) 

 

The number of lawsuits and size of payouts are higher in places that favor plaintiffs 

because of factors like the attitudes of judges and juries, more expansive state laws and 

the propensity of cities to settle, according to University of California, Los Angeles law 

professor Joanna Schwartz . 

Police officers hardly ever pay personally, and police departments seldom have to 

sacrifice any part of their funding, according to Ms. Schwartz’s research. 

Cities and counties—especially large ones—often cover payouts from their treasuries, 

while others buy insurance through risk-sharing pools. 

Some cities, including Chicago, have issued bonds to offset the cost of police settlements, 

researchers have found. Chicago hasn’t borrowed for this purpose since 2017 and now 

sets aside funds for anticipated claims, a city spokeswoman said. 

Whatever approach a municipality takes, “taxpayers are always footing the bill,” said 

University of Chicago law professor John Rappaport . 

Criminal justice reform advocates say police brass would feel more compelled to change 

internal practices and the organizational culture if some portion came out of their 

departmental funds. 

Individual officers should “feel the consequences of these cases,” said Ms. Schwartz of 

UCLA. “They’re currently not having much of an impact on their employment or a police 

department’s decision-making. And so I think we need to figure out ways to ratchet up 

those effects.” 

Louisville, Ky., Los Angeles, New York and Boston. Photo: Leslie Spurlock/Zuma Press
(Originally published Sept. 26, 2020)

The number of lawsuits and size of payouts are higher in places that favor plaintiffs
because of factors like the attitudes of judges and juries, more expansive state laws and
the propensity of cities to settle, according to University of California, Los Angeles law
professor Joanna Schwartz .

Police officers hardly ever pay personally, and police departments seldom have to
sacrifice any part of their funding, according to Ms. Schwartz's research.

Cities and counties—especially large ones—often cover payouts from their treasuries,
while others buy insurance through risk-sharing pools.

Some cities, including Chicago, have issued bonds to offset the cost of police settlements,
researchers have found. Chicago hasn't borrowed for this purpose since 2017 and now
sets aside funds for anticipated claims, a city spokeswoman said.

Whatever approach a municipality takes, "taxpayers are always footing the bill," said
University of Chicago law professor John Rappaport .

Criminal justice reform advocates say police brass would feel more compelled to change
internal practices and the organizational culture if some portion came out of their
departmental funds.

Individual officers should "feel the consequences of these cases," said Ms. Schwartz of
UCLA. "They're currently not having much of an impact on their employment or a police
department's decision-making. And so I think we need to figure out ways to ratchet up
those effects."



  People in 
Louisville, Ky., gathered last month at a memorial for Breonna Taylor, who was shot and killed 
during a police raid on her apartment. The city paid $12 million to Ms. Taylor’s family in a 
settlement. 

Police unions have fought efforts to make individual officers liable for misconduct 
claims, saying it would unfairly target officers and make them more hesitant to use force 
when warranted. 

 

In Baltimore, a law passed last year requires the city to disclose payments and other 
details for police-related misconduct claims lodged since 2015. City Council President 
Brandon Scott, a Democratic mayoral candidate, said transparency around payouts can 
boost public support for police reform and help rebuild trust. 
 
“Then folks will say, ‘Oh, OK, now I see why they’re putting in reform. This is what is 
happening on the back end,’ ” he said. “If things stay the same, this will continue to 
happen.” 
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In Baltimore, a law passed last year requires the city to disclose payments and other
details for police-related misconduct claims lodged since 2015. City Council President
Brandon Scott, a Democratic mayoral candidate, said transparency around payouts can
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