June 17, 2019
Via Electronic Mail and Hand Delivery
Re:

Letter of Support for Repeal of CRL 50-a, Allowing Public Disclosure of Police
Records Relating to Officer Misconduct, A2513-O’Donnell/S3695-Bailey1

Dear New York State Legislators:
We, the undersigned civil rights organizations and leaders,2 urge you to repeal Civil Rights
Law 50-a (“CRL 50-a” or “50-a”). CRL 50-a is a controversial and widely criticized state law that
erodes public trust in law enforcement and public safety by shrouding crucial information about
an officer’s past misconduct and discipline from the public.3 Police officers hold extraordinary
power and discretion over the lives and safety of New Yorkers. The state secrecy engendered by
CRL 50-a is particularly troubling as New York hosts the largest police department in the country.4
As organizations and individuals committed to transparency, accountability, and community
safety, we call on legislators to stand firmly on the side of the civil rights of all New Yorkers.
1

NY Times Editorial Board, Chokeholds and Police Abuse, Kept From the Public: There’s still time for New York
legislators to repeal the law that keeps police records secret, June 12, 2019, available:
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/12/opinion/police-brutality-discipline-eric-garner.html.
2
The NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. is America’s premier legal organization fighting for racial
justice. Through litigation, advocacy, and public education, LDF seeks structural changes to expand democracy,
eliminate disparities, and achieve racial justice in a society that fulfills the promise of equality for all Americans.
LDF also defends the gains and protections won over the past 75 years of civil rights struggle and works to improve
the quality and diversity of judicial and executive appointments. Learn more: www.naacpldf.org; The Center for
Constitutional Rights is dedicated to supporting social justice movements in their fight for liberation and the defense
of their civil and human rights. Through litigation, advocacy, and strategic communications, the CCR works to
dismantle systems of oppression and build power in communities under threat. As part of this work, CCR
successfully challenged the New York City Police Department’s discriminatory and abusive policing practices
in Floyd et al. v. City of New York. In a groundbreaking decision, a federal judge found the NYPD liable for a
pattern and practice of racial profiling and unconstitutional stops, and the NYPD is currently under a federal
monitorship to oversee court-ordered reforms to address its biased policing. Learn more: www.ccrjustice.org.
3
50-a also covers the disciplinary records or firefighters and corrections officers. N.Y. Civil Rights Law § 50-a.
4
Reaves, Brian A., Local Police Departments, 2013: Personnel, Policies, and Practices, U.S. Department of Justice
Office of Justice Programs Bureau of Justice Statistics, available:
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/lpd13ppp.pdf.

CRL 50-a shields an officer’s misconduct and/or abusive practices from the public – those
the officer has sworn to protect and serve. This secrecy enables abusive practices by police officers
to go unchecked, in some cases for years. CRL 50-a also creates the conditions where New York
police departments that routinely under-discipline or fail to discipline officers for misconduct,
protect, and even promote, problematic officers.5 It allows for potentially dangerous officers,
including those with violent or sexually abusive tendencies,6 to remain armed with weapons and
in positions of power and authority. Moreover, New York State court decisions have continually
broadened the scope of CRL 50-a, most recently by blocking access to mere summaries of
otherwise public disciplinary trials and outcomes.7 These interpretations have further deprived the
public of meaningful oversight and understanding of police misconduct.
Despite national trends towards transparency around officer misconduct, New York’s
application of CRL 50-a makes it one of the strictest anti-transparency laws in the country. In fact,
information around officer misconduct and discipline is fully available in at least twelve states.8
Every day more light is shed on the nationwide prevalence of alarming police violence,
unconstitutional practices, and general misconduct, including by New York’s own officers.9 Such
a lack of oversight has serious negative implications for public safety. Last year, over 1,800 New
York Police Department (“NYPD”) disciplinary records were leaked to the press, detailing officer
misconduct that ranged from falsifying documents, sexual assault, stomping someone’s head,
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conducting illegal searches, and much more.10 The leaked files revealed that despite frequent
egregious, criminal, and unconstitutional conduct, the NYPD routinely failed to adequately
discipline or hold officers accountable.11 The files also confirmed minimal punishment for serious
misconduct, a finding that has been supported by other recent reports.12 It is crucial that the New
York legislature commit to protecting its residents by ensuring transparency and accountability
from its highest public servants.
Most importantly, New York’s communities—particularly communities of color who bear
the brunt of abusive and unconstitutional police practices13—must be able to assess whether police
departments are behaving in ways that are lawful, ethical, and consistent with their values and be
able to hold officers accountable for misconduct. We represent and work with these communities
and have challenged unjust and racially discriminatory practices through organizing, advocacy,
litigation, engagement with international mechanisms, and by ushering in critical reforms.
Nevertheless, laws like CRL 50-a stand in the way of necessary and urgent progress to protect the
public and these communities.
Repealing CRL 50-a and ensuring that the public has information about police misconduct
and disciplinary processes offers wide benefits not only to the public, but to officers themselves.
When officer behavior – such as a history of violence, excessive force or misconduct – is made
public, police departments will be better able to uphold their responsibility to review and correct
the behavior. Public awareness is the antidote to impunity and ensures that police departments
detect patterns of abuse and take steps to hold both the officer and departments accountable.
Indeed, transparency around incidents of misconduct is the only way the public can make informed
judgments about the adequacy of existing processes and infrastructures. More transparent and open
processes can improve trust between communities and officers, increasing both public and officer
safety. Therefore, it is imperative that the public have access to information on how law
enforcement agencies discipline officers who abuse their power.
Nevertheless, because of CRL 50-a, even when an officer commits an egregious act of
misconduct, New York police departments can and do intentionally hide the officer’s disciplinary
files from the public with full impunity. This protection, coupled with police departments’
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dysfunctional disciplinary processes,14 sends a clear message to officers who violate their police
department’s policy, New York law, and/or the U.S. Constitution: you are protected over the
public you have sworn to protect and serve.
Victims of police brutality and their families should not be left in the dark around the
investigations and disciplines of involved officers. Yet, it is these individuals who suffer the most
from state secrecy. In 2015, NYPD officer Daniel Pantaleo killed Eric Garner, an unarmed black
man, while Garner stood outside of a convenience store. The killing, captured on video, showed
that Pantaleo used an illegal chokehold on Garner—a technique explicitly prohibited by NYPD’s
policies.15 To date, Garner’s mother, Gwen Carr, does not know the full disciplinary background
of the officer who killed her son. In fact, the NYPD repeatedly denied Ms. Carr’s request for access
to information about the investigations or disciplinary proceedings concerning the officers
involved in her son’s death. It was only through a leak to the media that Officer Pantaleo’s
extensive history of misconduct was surfaced. After a long five-year delay, Officer Pantaleo finally
completed a NYPD disciplinary trial.16 And though the trial and Garner’s death have gathered
national attention, CRL 50-a will shield the disciplinary outcome of these proceedings from Ms.
Carr and her family, robbing them of even a modicum of justice.
The dangerous effects of CRL 50-a have been long understood and better oversight of
the police departments who patrol our communities is long overdue. That is why in June 2019, the
New York Times Editorial Board weighed in on the need to repeal the law.17 Additionally, in May
2018, the New York City Bar issued a report supporting and calling for the repeal of CRL 50-a.18
Over 30 local and national organizations, including the undersigned organizations, welcomed the
report and signed onto the accompanying letter, urging repeal.19 Across the state, leaders have
repeatedly called for the repeal of this law. Now, it is up to the legislature to step up and protect
New Yorkers. The time to repeal 50-a is now. Together with numerous communities,
organizations, experts, and other stakeholders, we urge you to act immediately and pass A2513O’Donnell/S3695-Bailey, repealing 50-a.
If you have any questions, please contact Rashida Ogletree-George at (202) 682-1300
or Nadia Ben-Youssef at (212) 614-6464.

Sincerely,
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