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Agencies moving toward equitable transit safety programs should
carefully consider the processes through which they’ll conduct
community outreach, design their new program, and introduce it
to the public. They should be prepared for months of work before
comprehensive reforms can be proposed and implemented. Case
studies on BART and TriMet’s reforms found within this report
show the paths that agencies can take.

To complete its planning process, TriMet used a blue ribbon panel
made up of local and national experts on transit security, equity, and
community engagement. The panel conducted a month long review of
TriMet policing before creating recommendations for new community
investments. The panel provided reports to the TriMet board so that
results would be known to the public.

BART PD set up two independent oversight committees to investi-
gate police misconduct. Those committees paired with a progressive
Board of Directors were able to increase transparency and guide the
agency toward a reimagined approach to public safety.

The process through which agencies investigate past harms and
identify potential reforms is key. It is the first step toward regaining
public trust and charting a new direction. Agencies should be inten-
tional about how these processes will be carried out.

In July 2020, The Center for Policing Equity (CPE) released a set of
recommendations for communities responding to calls for defunding
or reforming the police.4® The steps seek to guide communities that
wish to reduce the footprint of law enforcement while ensuring that
the public remains safe and violence is prevented. Communities
should consider five questions:

1. What services might replace law enforcement to reduce their foot-
print on communities?

2. How can departments reduce their footprint in “overpoliced”
communities?

3. What communities need more resources and what mechanisms
can deliver them?

4. How can we measure the response to change?

5. How can we respond to community violence with a lighter law
enforcement footprint?

Transit agencies seeking to reform their transit safety programs
could also apply this framework. BART PD made use of these recom-
mendations after they underwent a review by the CPE to help inform
its approach to equitable transit policing.

The need for long-term planning toward police reform should not
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Agencies should demand
that police departments
are held accountable for
their actions while on
the system.

stop agencies from taking short-term actions. Their initial steps to-

ward reform can promote increased transparency and accountability.
Agencies should provide the public with information on how much
agencies spend on policing in comparison to other public safety pro-
grams. They should also report police actions on their systems so
that outside parties are able to evaluate and critique the use of force.
The police will continue to play a role in transit safety. They will
still be necessary for investigating violent crimes and arresting perpe-
trators. Armed officers will be needed to back-up unarmed personnel
when situations escalate and their safety is threatened. As long as a
police presence in transit systems remains necessary, agencies should
ask police departments to provide a high quality of service to their
riders. A transit system is a unique environment and officers patrolling
the system should be well aware of how it functions. Police officers
should take special care to only disrupt operations when necessary.
They should be sensitive to the needs of operators and frontline staff
and strive to ensure that they can carry out their duties without in-
terruptions from disruptive passengers and police functions alike.
Agencies should demand that police departments are held account-
able for their actions while on the system. Agencies must take over-
sight of the police seriously. Use of force data should be provided
to agencies and shared with the public. This data should be used to
ensure that best efforts are being made to reduce the need for such
incidents. It should also be used to audit tactics used and ensure
systemic biases are not negatively impacting certain riders.
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TriMet

Following the murder of Michael Brown and the resulting protest
in Ferguson, Missouri, TriMet answered calls from Portland activ-
ists to begin to reduce systemic biases from their transit policing.
TriMet has had to balance the need for reform against the need to
protect riders and employees from crime and other harassment. In
2017, aracist attack against two Muslim riders# occurred on the sys-
tem. Two riders intervened on behalf of the two women but the good
Samaritans were tragically murdered. The incident highlighted the
added need for some form of security—while the police’s role in
non-violent events could be reduced, they would still be needed to
respond to violence on the system.

The agency’s initial response to the Islamphobic attack was simply
to increase police presence on the system. Community groups en-
couraged a different approach. Some riders expressed the fear that
increased police presence would lead to more fare evasion crackdowns
rather than the prevention of future attacks.

In response to the hard work of activists and community groups,
TriMet began to reduce the presence of armed security and increase
the number of unarmed security personnel on the system. TriMet
also joined with community groups to call for and receive a change
in state law allowing them to decriminalize fare enforcement and
seek alternative means of penalizing fare evaders.

Beginning in July 2018, fare evaders were given opportunities to
reduce their penalties and avoid the criminal justice system: they
could pay a lower fare within 9o days of offense, complete community
service in lieu of fines, or join the low income ridership program.s°
TriMet also reduced the role of armed police in conducting fare checks
through the use of unarmed security personnel.

Further reforms would follow after the 2020 Black Lives Matter
protests. Portland TriMet reallocated $1.8 million in funding from
its transit police to community-based safety programs. The agency
conducted a year-long review of'its public safety approach composed
of three information and learning approaches. TriMet conducted
community-led listening sessions to gain input from community
members and frontline employees regarding their safety concerns
while travelling on the TriMet system.*

A blue ribbon panel, made up of local and national experts on tran-
sit security, equity, and community engagement, was established
to discuss the results and provide a recommendation to the TriMet
General Manager.
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The panel recommended the $1.8 million be dedicated to three

areas:

1. Training in anti-racism, cultural competency, mental health &
de-escalation for TriMet employees

2. Increased presence of TriMet personnel, and unarmed safety
presence

3. Crisis intervention teams trained to deal with those in mental
health crisis or other behavioral issues

The panel identified key investment themes such as increasing
system presence and crisis response services, making infrastructure
improvements, and establishing better community partnerships,
outreach, and staff training.

System presence will be increased through the use of customer
service and social services staff. A Crisis Intervention Team will be
created to address mental and behavioral health and other quality of
life issues. Existing security personnel will be provided with train-
ing on anti-racism, cultural competency, de-escalation, and mental
health first-aid to strengthen their ability to respond without using
force. Additionally, TriMet office staff and leadership will increase
their use of the system, during the day and at night, to strengthen
their knowledge of the network and its challenges.

While efforts will be made to reduce their role in some cases, armed
police officers will be retained to deal with crimes such as murder,
assault, or robbery. These crimes are where police resources are best
spent as officers are trained to investigate such incidents and possess the
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force needed to deal with individuals menacing riders and transit staff.

A Safety Advisory Committee will be created to pilot new ap-
proaches to system safety. The committee will pilot models for rider
support, hire rider advocate, and begin new community partnerships.
The committee will also be responsible for the launch of a new com-
munication and outreach safety and security campaign. Quarterly
reports on the committee’s work will become a part of board meetings.
These reports will include rider surveys tracking the riders’ perception
of system safety.

Infrastructure improvements will also be employed to increase
safety on the system. To start, TriMet will conduct system safety audits
and complete a Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CPTED) study. Lighting audits will be conducted at platforms and
transit centers, stop and station safety assessments will be conducted
in communities of color and low-income service areas. When the au-
dits are completed, TriMet will work to improve infrastructure near
stops and stations with a focus on addressing access for people with
disabilities, security, lighting and pedestrian safety. Communities
of color and low-income service areas will be given priority as these
improvements are rolled out.
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Transit operators

must think of public
safety reforms as akey
component of improving
their systems and creating
aservice thatriders and
employees can depend on.
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In order to create public transit systems that are safer for all riders,
agencies will have to approach the issue with fresh eyes and ac-
knowledge that the status quo is failing riders and the greater pub-
lic. Agencies must engage with their riders and operators to learn
more about each group’s safety needs and carefully tailor safety
programs to address them. Agencies must be willing to shift their
focus from just policing bad behavior and enforcing the fare and
toward holistic programs that create an uplifting environment and
contribute to more equitable cities and regions.

Public transit systems do not exist in a vacuum—many of the public
safety issues found on transit systems are out of the control of public
transit operators. Solutions to these problems on public transit should
not be solely the responsibility of agencies. Cities and regions served
by transit must help fund and implement programs that reduce home-
lessness, address mental health, and increase affordability.

1. Be transparent—Provide the public with data on use-of-force
incidents. Work with independent oversight commissions to in-
vestigate misconduct and identify remedies.

2. Listen to and learn from riders and community groups—
Conduct public safety forums for riders held in conjunction with
community groups.

3. Increase system presence through the use of unarmed per-
sonnel.—Unarmed personnel should be used for non-police activ-
ities when possible. These personnel can serve as an agency’s eyes
and ears while they conduct their everyday work. An increased
agency presence can help create a sense of community and of
safety on transit systems.

4. Reducetheuse of police officers in response to fare evasion,
homelessness, and mental health crises—Police officers should
be called on when necessary. For other functions, agencies should
use unarmed personnel or create new programs that point riders
in the direction of needed services or assistance. Agencies should
work with outside partners to create and administer such programs.

Reimagining public safety on transit systems will provide agencies
with an opportunity to reorient old policing models toward providing
better customer service. Agencies can build a new relationship with
their riders and seek to better address their needs while ensuring
that all feel safe from abuse from bad actors and from overzealous
policing. Transit operators must think of public safety reforms as a
key component of improving their systems and creating a service that
riders and employees can depend on.
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