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Forms help study on racial profiling

According to published reports, police officials in Philadelphia and
Pittsburgh are now studying the issue of racial profiling with information
collected from new forms officers are required to fill out when they stop a
pedestrian or motorist.

The report said the forms indicated whether a search was conducted, the
reason the stop was made and the identity of the person's race. But during
a House Judiciary subcommittee meeting in Harrisburg last week, police
officials said the forms would not stop racial profiling.

Though racial profiling has been a major issue in New Jersey, Pennsylvania
State Police have reportedly received only 20 complaints in the last five
years on the issue.

State Rep. Harold James (D.-Phila) said 20 states have laws requiring
police departments to prevent racial profiling, the practice of targeting
motorists for routine traffic stops based on their race.

James said he has introduced legislation requiring police to collect
detailed information about traffic stops in Harrisburg, Philadelphia,
Pittsburgh and eight other Pennsylvania cities.

"Yes, I think racial profiling is a serious problem in Pennsylvania," James
said. "There needs to be some action taken."

James said the forms, which are currently used by police officers
statewide, do not have an indication of race, and he requested in hearings
recently that the forms be revised to reflect that. Lt. Colonel Hawthorne
N. Conley said the department did make an effort to change the citations by
contacting the Administrative Office of the Pennsylvania Courts (AOPC).

"Because complete consensus within the law enforcement community could not
be reached regarding the amendment to the traffic citation at that time,
the AOPC decided not to move forward with changing the traffic citation,"
Conley said.

James added that officers in Philadelphia are required to fill out a report
form, regardless of the reason for the stop. But statewide, that decision
is left up to the officer's discretion.

"We need to have a statistical analysis that breaks down the stops," James
said.

He also indicated that recent polls show 75 percent of Blacks said racial
profiling is a problem, and 50 percent of whites believe it is a problem.

At the hearing, Conley added that the state police will hire Dr. Robin
Shepard Engel, a criminal justice researcher at Pennsylvania State
University, to conduct a study of "police-citizen contact data."
Recommendations will be made once the study is complete.

"The Pennsylvania State Police continues to emphasize through training and
management directives that we will not condone or tolerate the use of
racial profiling or any other type of biased-based policing," Conley said.
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