
Examining Police Militarization 
Overblown or cause for concern?



Police Have Adjusted 
to Changing Threat

Police departments are not overly 
militarized.  Police use of some 
military equipment, organization, 
and tactics over the past fifty years 
have been justified due to the 
changing threats the police face in 
modern America



Background
 



Constitutional 
Structure
 



Law Enforcement and Military Functions



Criteria for Assessing 
Militarization of Police

u Operational
u Organizational
u Cultural
u Material



Evolution of Policing in Response to Changing 
Threats: War on Crime

Watts Riot 1965



Evolution of 
Policing in 
Response to 
Changing 
Threats: War 
on Drugs



Evolution of 
Policing in 
Response to 
Changing 
Threats: 9/11



Evolution of Policing in 
Response to Changing 
Threats: Active Shooter

u Hollywood shootout LAPD
u Columbine High School
u Parkland High School



DoD 
1033 
Program



SWAT

LAPD first team created in 
1967
u Mission
u Operations
u Equipment
u Training



Flashpoints

Ferguson 2014



Analysis



The U.S. Legal Framework Has Successfully 
Prevented the Excessive Use of the Military for 
Law Enforcement Functions

The military has only rarely been 
used domestically

The military has a strong ethos 
against intervention in domestic 
policing

Federal and constitutional law 
regarding the military’s use 
domestically has not been violated

Limited indirect collaboration over 
the past 50 years to improve 
internal security



Key Findings 1033 Program
Equipment provided via 1033 was 
necessary to address modern threats 
and perform critical life-saving functions

u Armored vehicles are rarely deployed and 
provide protection for police & civilians

u Reforms have ensured only appropriate 
equipment is transferred

u Provides vital resources to underfunded PD's
u Majority of items are uncontrolled & non-

lethal

 



Key Findings SWAT

SWAT's use of some military equipment & 
tactics is effective in dealing with high-
risk situations

u Proven to resolve high-threat situations with 
minimum force

u Rarely resort to lethal force
u SWAT is adopting more deliberate tactics with 

the use of technology
u Training/equipment facilitates critical life-

saving functions that traditional police officers 
do not have the capability to resolve



Adoption of Military Equipment, Organization, 
and Tactics to Respond to Modern Threats Has 
Resulted in Some Valid Community Concerns

Some of the public opposes police use of 
military weapons and armored vehicles

The threat of violence

Perceptions of police militarization

SWAT is being used more expansively

Aggressive tactics by SWAT can undermine 
the safety and trust of communities



Recommendations



Use of SWAT
u SWAT operations should utilize (when appropriate) deliberate tactics with the use of 

technology when serving warrants on the home
u States should create policy guidelines/criteria for SWAT deployments
u States should create uniform training standards for SWAT programs

Use of Military Equipment by the Police
u DOJ should process all applications to procure controlled items from 1033
u All prohibited items in police possession should be returned to the DLA
u Law enforcement agencies should stop wearing camouflage uniforms



Future Research 



The relationship between U.S. wars abroad and 
potential impact of militarization of police at homeExplore

The influence of former combat veterans in policingProbe


