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Abstract

In 2011, the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD), in conjunction with other
governmental and nonprofit groups, launched the Community Safety Partnership
(CSP) in several communities long impacted by multi-generational gangs, violent
crime and a heavy-handed approach to crime suppression. Following a relationship-
based policing model, officers were assigned to work collaboratively with community
members to reduce crime and build trust. However, evaluating the causal impact
of this policy intervention is difficult given the unique nature of the units and time
period where CSP was implemented. In this paper, we use a novel data set based on
the LAPD’s reported crime incidents and calls-for-service to evaluate the effectiveness
of this program via augmented synthetic control models, a cutting-edge method for
policy evaluation. We perform falsification analyses to evaluate the robustness of
the results. In the public housing developments where it was first deployed, CSP
reduced reported violent crime incidents, shots fired and violent crime calls, and Part
I reported crime incidents. We do not find evidence of crime displacement from CSP
regions to neighboring control regions. These results are promising for policy-makers
interested in policing reform.
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1 Introduction

In 2011, the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) partnered with the Housing Authority

of the City of Los Angeles, and the Urban Peace Institute to launch the Community Safety

Partnership (CSP) (Rice and Lee, 2015). CSP was designed to address high levels of violent

crime and the corrosive effects of multi-generational violent gangs entrenched in several Los

Angeles public housing developments (PHDs). In Jordan Downs and Nickerson Gardens,

located in the Watts neighborhood of South Los Angeles, gangs dominated the physical

spaces and controlled the activities of daily life. Long-standing rivalries between gangs in

the PHDs brought near daily conflict to the communities and allowed violent and property

crime to thrive. Residents in PHDs in Los Angeles had largely resigned themselves to a

life of insecurity and instability, vulnerabilities reinforced by high levels of concentrated

disadvantage.

At its core, CSP was a rethinking of how to approach the problems of violent crime

and gangs built around a relationship-based policing model. Two decades of heavy-handed

crime suppression had succeeded in cultivating widespread distrust of police, but appeared

to do little to blunt the control of gangs. CSP saw arrest-based crime suppression as a last

resort and rather sought to have “police officers and residents work in mutually respectful

partnership to identify and prevent crime” (LA Office of the Mayor, 2017). Funded by the

LAPD and the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles, CSP recruited and trained

a special group of officers for five-year assignments in the PHDs. CSP officers were tasked

with “support[ing] community and youth programs, address[ing] quality of life issues and

develop[ing] programs to address and reduce violent crimes” (LAPD News Release, 2015).

In effect, CSP officers were to become invested members of the community, rather than

simply an intervening force that shows up when there are problems.

The communities participating in CSP exhibited reduced violent crime and improved

relations with the police almost immediately, a fact that attracted considerable media

attention (e.g. Siegler, 2013; Blackstone, 2014; Streeter, 2014). Though encouraging, it is

critical to recognize that inferring causality is challenging under the circumstances. CSP

was implemented in highly targeted communities and developed at a time when Los Angeles

was experiencing an unprecedented decline in crime. Crime peaked in Los Angeles in 1992,
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a year which saw nearly 1,100 murders citywide. Los Angeles then experienced nearly two

decades of falling violent and property crimes, while simultaneously adding a half-million

new residents. At its lowest point in 2013, there were 251 homicides citywide, a 335%

reduction. Given the overall decrease in crime throughout the city, it is possible that

crime would have fallen in CSP areas, even if the program had not existed. Given the

significance surrounding policing reform in America, it is important to carefully consider

the causal impact of community-policing programs such as the CSP.

To determine whether CSP actually reduced crime, we require knowledge of what crime

and disorder would have been like in these communities had CSP not been implemented, i.e.,

the counterfactual. For example, in Jordan Downs and Nickerson Gardens, two CSP PHDs

located in South Los Angeles, average violent crime dropped from roughly 31 incidents

pre-CSP to roughly 21 incidents post-CSP per PHD per semester (six-month period). In

order to attribute this whole reduction to CSP, one would have to assume crime would

have remained constant throughout the period of study had CSP not been implemented,

an assumption almost certainly violated given trends seen city-wide. Therefore, we wish

to know how much of that reduction is likely due to the impact of CSP versus how much

is attributable to the overall reduction of crime in Los Angeles during this period.

One common approach, the difference-in-differences method, assumes that underlying

patterns in CSP regions are similar to other Los Angeles communities which did not partic-

ipate in CSP. Average violent crime in census tracts in Los Angeles, excluding those eligible

for CSP, saw a reduction from roughly 8.2 to roughly 7.6 incidents per census tract per

semester, indicating the counterfactual reduction had CSP not been implemented would

have been less than 1 violent crime per housing development per semester. Under this

strong “parallel trends” assumption—that crime patterns would have had a similar trajec-

tory in the CSP units as in the greater South Los Angeles area—the impact of CSP was a

reduction of roughly 10 violent crimes per housing development per semester.

However, the ecological uniqueness of the public housing developments in which CSP

was implemented, for example, in terms of housing density and the wide range of observable

and unobservable characteristics that describe these neighborhoods, strains the credibility

of the parallel trends assumption. It also does not account for the temporal and spatial
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richness of the data available for analyzing the impact of CSP. Using the same daily crime

data for South Los Angeles, an alternative to the difference-in-differences approach is the

synthetic control method (SCM, Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmueller, 2010). In lieu of

assuming the naturally-occurring group of control units is comparable in its average level

or trends in crime, the synthetic control method weights the control units to match the

observed pre-treatment outcome among the treated units. This combination of control

units, the synthetic control, “often does a better job of reproducing the characteristics of

the unit or units representing the case of interest than any single comparison unit alone”

(Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmueller, 2015, pg. 496). By projecting out this model over the

post-treatment period, we can estimate a counterfactual for the treated unit and therefore

estimate an effect of treatment. Due to concerns about in-exact balance and extrapolation,

we apply a derivative of the SCM method, the augmented synthetic control method (ASCM,

Ben-Michael, Feller, and Rothstein, 2019), to evaluate the impact of the CSP. This recent

approach provides a unique avenue for estimating the impact of CSP given the challenges

for causal identification in this data set. We test observable implications of the identifying

assumptions necessary for the ASCM by conducting a series of placebo tests, including

both spatial and temporal tests, to investigate the credibility of the resulting estimates.

We evaluate the impact of CSP on crime in Nickerson Gardens and Jordan Downs,

two public housing developments in South Los Angeles, for the six-year period between

2012-2017 using a novel data set based on the LAPD’s reported crime incidents and calls-

for-service data. Specifically, we estimate the average number of violent crime incidents,

Part I crime incidents, and violent crime calls-for-service prevented per semester per public

housing development. We find that, on average, CSP prevented 6.55 violent crimes and

reduced violent crime calls-for-service by 2.96 per semester per housing development be-

tween January 1, 2012 and December 31, 2017. Additionally, we find that, on average,

CSP led to an reduction of 4.04 Part I reported crime incidents per semester per housing

development between January 1, 2012 and December 31, 2017.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we describe CSP and

how it sought to address well-known challenges in “community policing.” In Section 3, we

describe the data used in model balancing and testing. Section 4 introduces augmented
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synthetic control methods and underlying assumptions. Section 5 turns to model evaluation

using placebo tests. Section 6 presents results on the impact of CSP in Jordan Downs and

Nickerson Gardens PHDs. Section 7 discusses the implications of the results for CSP and

relationship-based policing more broadly.

2 Background

The Community Safety Partnership was launched in four public housing developments in

Los Angeles in late 2011 (Leap, 2020). It is one part of a comprehensive approach to violence

reduction in places that have long suffered under the control of powerful street gangs

and the corrosive effects of crime suppression tactics, persistent neglect by city officials,

and concentrated social and economic disadvantage. Gang prevention and intervention

efforts, as well as broad community engagement projects, are spearheaded by the Mayor’s

Office of Gang Reduction and Youth Development (Tremblay et al., 2020). Infrastructure

improvement in PHDs is the responsibility of the Housing Authority of the City of Los

Angeles. CSP is responsible for establishing and sustaining basic security and safety in

the targeted communities. The approach of CSP is to concentrate on building long-lasting

relationships between police and members of the community, leveraging those relationships

for collaborative problem solving (Leap, 2020; Rice and Lee, 2015).

CSP extends a long history of community policing efforts in both the United States

and United Kingdom, while seeking to correct for deficiencies in these past efforts. The

Anglo-American model of policing places service to the public and crime prevention at

its core (Reisig, 2010). These core principles for policing, arising during the founding of

the London Metropolitan Police Service in 1829, have often been set aside in the drive for

modernization and professionalization of police organizations around a paramilitary model.

The professional model of policing was envisioned as a means for strictly regulating the

legitimate use of force, limiting police discretion, and preventing corruption from within

the ranks and political influence from outside. However, the quest for professionalism

and efficiency also encouraged the impersonal delivery of police services and use of law

enforcement tactics decoupled from the social contexts in which crime and disorder occur.

In essence, citation, arrest, and the use of force, even if legitimate in a legal sense and
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necessary to ensure safety, can appear arbitrary and capricious if police have neither the

time, inclination or incentive to understand the context in which such actions are taken.

A lack of trust in police is an understandable outcome.

The first serious moves towards community policing in the late 1960s sought to reestab-

lish the importance of context, while continuing along the path of police modernization and

professionalization.1 The President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administra-

tion of Justice laid bare the many failings of policing in mid-Century America (Blumstein,

2018; Katzenbach, 1967). The Commission’s report recommended a series of reforms de-

signed to improve police-community relationships including geographic-based commands to

deal with local (especially minority) community needs, citizen-advisory groups to convey

what those needs are, and attention to recruiting and promoting minority officers. Team

policing initiatives in the early 1970s, though short-lived, were a direct response to these

recommendations (Sherman et al., 1973).

In spite of promising early steps, community policing today is perhaps best described

as a general orientation adopted by policing organizations. Indeed, the US Department of

Justice defines community policing as “a philosophy that promotes organizational strate-

gies which support the systematic use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques, to

proactively address the immediate conditions that give rise to public safety issues such as

crime, social disorder, and fear of crime” (DOJ, 2009, pg.1). The most persistent criti-

cism of community policing is that it is too amorphous (Cordner, 1997). A wide range of

policing strategies and tactics may qualify as community policing. Thus, evaluation and

generalization of individual community policing efforts is challenging.

CSP in Los Angeles was designed with these weaknesses of past community policing

efforts in mind. It is a deliberate model of police recruitment, training, deployment, strate-

gic and tactical orientation, and command oversight (Leap, 2020). CSP started with a

year of planning prior to launch in 2011. A detailed selection process was established to

recruit officers with existing orientations towards problem solving. Selected officers under-

went training aimed at building understanding of the interrelated cultural, demographic,

and economic factors that impact public safety in CSP sites. Training was designed and

1Incidents of excessive use of force and corruption continue to arise with unfortunate regularity (Fryer

Jr, 2016), indicating that there is still room for significant police reform.
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delivered by the Urban Peace Institute, a community-based civilian organization. Officers

were trained on techniques for defusing community-wide dangers without over-relying on

traditional suppression tactics such as arrest.

The CSP model also recognized that alternatives to suppression require trust and a

network of community relationships that could be called on to solve immediate, local prob-

lems. Since building reliable social networks requires both time and stability of effort, CSP

established long-term deployments for officers, lasting five-years in each community. The

deployments also had a separate command structure allowing for greater autonomy and

discretion of officers. Officers were provided unique incentives (promotion and pay) to re-

ward community-engaged behaviors not captured by traditional metrics such as crime and

arrest statistics. The ultimate goal of CSP was not only to build trust in policing, but also

to provide the basic security and safety necessary for normal social and economic activity.

While it is clear that CSP has not been immune to many of the well-known challenges

facing community policing, such as ambiguity about how to balance enforcing laws against

relationship building (Leap, 2020), even partial adherence to the CSP model may be ex-

pected to have an impact. Our purpose is to evaluate whether CSP succeeded in providing

basic security and safety in the PHDs where it was deployed.

3 Data

Outcomes of interest for evaluating CSP come from two data sources: LAPD reported crime

incidents data and LAPD calls-for-service data. Reported crimes typically originate from a

call to the police by a member of the public. However, because reported crimes also undergo

a verification process, they filter out much of the noise associated with calls (Klinger and

Bridges, 1997). Calls-for-service are thus viewed as an aggregate indicator of police demand,

fear of crime, and victimization (Porter et al., 2019). Reported crimes are viewed primarily

as an indicator of victimization. The observed reported crime incidents available for use

in this study occurred between January 1, 2006 and December 31, 2017, while observed

calls for service incidents occurred between June 5, 2007 to May 31, 2019. We only include

observations with valid geospatial coordinates so the location corresponding to treatment

status (CSP or non-CSP) can be attributed. We exclude crime incidents and calls recorded
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with geospatial coordinates corresponding to police stations.2 The �nal dataset is restricted

to reported incidents and calls-for-service from July 1, 2007 to December 31, 2017, the

period of overlap for the two data sources which fully captures as many semesters as

possible.

Six PHDs received treatment under CSP within LAPD's South Bureau: Jordan Downs,

Nickerson Gardens, Imperial Courts, Avalon Gardens, Gonzaque Village, and Harvard

Park3 (listed in order of implementation, earliest to latest). CSP was implemented in the

�rst three developments in November 2011, the next two in July 2016, and the last in

October 2017. CSP was also deployed in the Ramona Gardens PHD in East Los Angeles

in late 2011. Ramona Gardens was not considered in our analyses. The remainder of this

paper is focused on Jordan Downs and Nickerson Gardens, where enough time has passed

since CSPs initial implementation to evaluate the impact.4 Analyses for the latter three

developments are not included in the main body of this paper as not enough time has

passed to follow post-treatment behavior. See Sections S6 and S7 of the Supplementary

Material for these preliminary results.

Due to the sensitive nature of the data, we are not able to provide the raw data as

part of the publication. Substantially similar open-source data is available athttps:

//data.lacity.org/ . In addition, individuals may request data for research purposes by

contacting the LAPD directly. Instructions are available at https://www.lapdonline.

org/inside_the_lapd/content_basic_view/9136.

3.1 Control Units

As PHDs are unique in their community structure, we aim to �nd naturally-occurring

control units that are of similar size and lie within a similar geographic region. We use

2It is common practice to use a police station address when the location of the crime is unknown. This

exclusion removes approximately two percent of the data.
3Harvard Park is the only treated unit which is not a PHD. Instead, Harvard Park is a traditional

residential neighborhood. Therefore, CSP may act di�erently in this region due to confounding factors as

compared to CSP PHDs (e.g. strength of community ties, building composition, local housing association/

governance structures).
4The results are qualitatively very similar when the Imperial Courts PHD is included, as shown in the

Supplementary Material.
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