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Editor’s Note

Policing the Police: The Need
for Law Enforcement Transparency

David Cuillier, Ph.D., Editor, University of Arizona *

When a former student shot his way into a St. Louis high school in October, injuring four
and killing two, the public wanted to know what happened. Police and the school still haven’t
released video, or other records, claiming it’s an “open investigation.”

Meanwhile, this month in Nashville, police released surveillance and body camera video
the day after the shooting at Covenant School.? Not the case in September in Maine,® nor in
Pennsylvania,* nor in Kansas.®

Mass Killings and officer-involved shootings in the United States are all too common, but
the ability for people to find out what happened? Not so much.

A patchwork of state public record laws pertaining to policy body camera footage,®
inconsistent access to simple police reports and details of homicidal killings,” secrecy shrouding
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police misconduct,® and increasing secrecy of police actions at the federal level for the past 40
years,® leave a nation bewildered, and journalists left to seek out other sources for information,
which may not have first-hand knowledge.

And it’s not getting better, despite increasing calls for police transparency. Since the
Movement for Black Lives in 2020, more states have made efforts to address police secrecy,® but
legislatures continue to take steps to hide law enforcement from the public.!!

Amanda N. Marino explores this threat to civic information in this issue’s research article,
“Deadly details: Why journalists need access to government-held information on homicide.”

Marino looks closely at the case law and practice of releasing homicide records in Florida,
Texas, Kentucky, and Michigan, pointing out the inconsistencies and possible paths for change.

This research follows in a line of studies published in the Journal of Civic Information,
including documentation of the increasing secrecy pertaining to home addresses in law
enforcement records,? secrecy in private prisons,*3 and access to information about campus police
at private universities.!*

There’s a reason for the keen interest in this research. Of all government agencies, law
enforcement has the power to take away your rights, your children, your assets, your liberty, and
even your life. How justice is administered — whether at a traffic stop or in the courts — is of critical
importance to people, particularly to the disenfranchised who often suffer the worst from its
abuses.

With the continuation of mass Killings, police misconduct, judicial injustice, and abuse of
the incarcerated, research in law enforcement transparency will remain of critical importance.

Society depends on it.
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