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Abstract 

From the early nineties until today, the LAPD has been trying to reform itself after the fallout of the infamous CRASH Rampart Unit scandal.  What at first seemed like a few bad apples in the LAPD, turned into a full scale scandal that resulted in the overturning of over a hundred cases.  More then 70 officers were named in for abuse of authority, murder, deception, planting evidence, falsifying documents, and covering up other crimes.  Several civil lawsuits came to court and after several failures to investigate, and a board of inquiry - a Federal Judge was finally appointed to oversee the LAPD’s reform.  A recent report from a Blue Ribbon Panel called the Rampart Reconsidered Executive Summary reported that the LAPD has gone to great lengths to forge a partnership with the city, and has been successful in implementing paths of communication at the top levels of management.  However, the LAPD still suffers from its internal culture among the rank and file that has not changed.  The lessons learned at the top have not translated and filtered down to the first line supervisors and the police who walk the beat.  While the Rampart Unit has been revamped into a successful unit that can be credited with the reduction of gang activity and crimes over the last four years, this unit still embodies the same cultural attitude it did back before its reform and at the heart of the earlier scandal.  Danger signs are on the wall and while the LAPD has come far in it’s effort to reform, there is still a long way to go to break down and forever change an age-old culture before another scandal hits.

“Karma police, arrest this girl, her hitler hairdo, is making me feel ill
And we have crashed her party
This is what you get, this is what you get
This is what you get, when you mess with us” – Radiohead

Gangsta Police

The LAPD has a very public persona in the media.  From the Rodney King beating, to the arrest and investigation of O.J. Simpson, the LAPD has had it’s share of bad press, bad cops and bad reputation.  This was the legacy that the 1990’s left.  Another black mark on the LAPD also reared its ugly head in 1996.  An officer by the name of Rafael Perez, alleged that the LAPD prestigious Rampart CRASH unit was filled with “drug dealing rogue cops who were ‘shakin down’ gang members and framing innocent people” (Frontline, LAPD Blues, 2001).  The officer’s credibility was not good; it appeared he was involved in illegal activity as well.  So what seemed to be a police officer stepping forward to allege crimes committed by one or two fellow officers, developed into a full blown scandal that would tarnish the LAPD’s reputation and credibility as an unheard number of cases were reviewed and overturned based on the charges and allegations made of several LAPD CRASH unit police officers.  

"Vale mas una gota de verdad que un mar de mentiras - - - one drop of truth is far greater than an ocean of lies" – Catarino Gonzalez Jr

.
Introduction

To understand what happened and what went wrong, one has to look at the fact that even before the allegations by Officer Perez were made, officers within the Rampart CRASH unit were already being investigated for suspicious activity (Frontline 2001).  However allegations had been made later on that there was no real interest in getting to the bottom of any of this activity.  Several “crucial leads were ignored early on” (Frontline, 2001).  This set the tone and the climate for later on after the scandal went public, where officers and others were discouraged from coming forward (Streetgangs, Media Reports, 2006).  

The CRASH Rampart Unit

CRASH stands for Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums.  It was a very elite group of officers that were hand picked from other units within the LAPD.  Its mission was to deal with the large gang population and related gang crimes.  Their job was to get to know crime members, find out who they were friends with, what neighborhoods they did business in and to keep on top of any and all gang activities that took place.  Until Officer Perez’s allegations were made, CRASH seemed to have a good reputation of being a successful unit and reducing gang crimes overall (Frontline, 2001).  It was a tight band of officers who had their own insignia and motto (Streetgangs, 2006).  After the allegations were made, some believed that the CRASH unit “administered rough street justice” and had falsified reports, tampered with evidence to get convictions, abused suspects, lied and even further, some members of CRASH had become their own “Police Gang”. (Frontline, 2001)

“Perez was one guy doing this – a rogue cop.  Anybody doing anything dirty deserves prison time.  I don’t see any of that stuff going on” – LAPD Gang Officer [Rampart Reconsidered, EXSUM]
A Timeline of Events

To start the timeline of the Rampart Scandal, the start point takes place in 1997 with the March Road Rage Shootout.  An undercover LAPD Officer, Frank Lyga, shot and killed another LAPD officer who was off duty, by the name of Kevin Gaines.  Because Gaines was black and Officer Lyga was white, this case was highly visible in the media due to its appeared racial tone.  More alarming however, was the connection between the dead officer and Death Row Records.  Gaines had been working for the company as security in his off duty hours (Frontline, 2001).  This was something that would be a common thread later on in the scandal investigation.

In November 1997, a Bank robbery occurred.  This robbery was different in that once the police had focused in on the bank manager as a suspect; she immediately implicated her LAPD Officer boyfriend.  David Mack was accused of masterminding the whole robbery.  Upon his conviction, and prison term, he aligned himself with a gang called the Mob Piru Bloods – who had close ties and affiliation with Death Row Records.  Further investigation found that two days after the robbery occurred, Mack had spent time in Las Vegas with two LAPD police officers that included his former LAPD partner, Rafael Perez (Frontline, 2001).

In March 1998, cocaine went missing from the evidence room of the LAPD.  Investigation focused on Rafael Perez.  In May of 1998, the Police Chief was concerned that too many off duty police were working security for Death Row Records, and so he formed a Rampart Corruption Task Force to focus mainly on prosecuting Perez.  In August of 1998, Perez was arrested and he asked “if this has to do with the bank robbery?”, unfortunately for him it was about the missing cocaine (Frontline, 2001).

In September 1999, Perez cut his infamous deal with prosecutors.  “Among his first revelations, Perez told investigators of how he and his partner Nino Durden had shot, framed, and testified against Javier Ovando, an unarmed gang member who was left paralyzed as a result of the incident. At the time of Perez's admission, Ovando was in jail, serving the 23 year sentence he had received for allegedly assaulting the two officers” (Carreon, Hector, 2000).  Ovando’s conviction was later overturned and he was released.

This was only the beginning of what Perez had to tell investigators.  When all was said and done, he had implicated 70 officers doing such things as misconduct, drinking on the job to bad shootings (Frontline, 2001).  Based on Perez’s allegations, over 100 cases were overturned (Cooper, Marc, 1999).

A board of inquiry was formed in September 1999, which started to fault management for wrongdoings that were allowed to take place.  In March 2000 the CRASH unit was officially disbanded.  An independent report was released in September 2000 that faulted the LAPD with lax handling of the Rampart scandal.  Later that same month a Federal judge was appointed to monitor and review the reform of the LAPD for the next five years (Frontline, 2001).

To keep this paper short, it is important to note that over the next 4 years, several more arrests were made, a detective sued the LAPD for covering up the scandal and won, Perez was released from prison only to be brought up on a Federal gun charge (Frontline, 2001). 

The police brass, the political establishment and the local media have scurried to put the usual spin on the crisis: This is all a matter of a few rotten apples giving a clean department a bad name. But, inescapably, the central questions underlying this scandal are these: Will the LAPD ever truly accept effective civilian oversight? And can its dark internal culture ever be transformed? – Marc Cooper
The Other Side

For the gang members that had to deal with the CRASH unit and their brutality are constant reminders that all is not forgotten.  In the case of the Latino gang population there are still stories of beatings, money being stolen from them and members being framed for murders they did not commit (Carreon, 2000).  

A Look at Reform

At first sight it looked like reform was going to happen for the LAPD.  With the amount of attention and media focus that the Rampart Scandal brought upon the LAPD – surely this would apply pressure to solving the problems that have seemed to plague the LAPD for longer then the 1990’s.  Police Chief Darryl Gates resigned – thoroughly discredited.  He was replaced with an African American by the name of Willie Williams.  Diversity and sensitivity training was focused on at the police academy.  “A tough prosecutor, Katherine Mader, won the job as the first inspector general, seeming to promise some hope for real reform” (Cooper, 1999).  The big problem was that there was no push by the city to implement the reform.  Mayor Richard Riordan just paid “lip service” to the media (Frontline, 2001).


Williams was pushed out for being ineffective with the reform and was replaced by Bernard Parks.  The problem was that the “rank and file” despised him and his tactics.  “Parks is a control freak, a would-be banana republic dictator," says a source close to the police commission. "He has clamped down on all dissent. He's like a stern father that only punishes. When he heard that some tea was pilfered from a station house, he ordered the interrogation of 83 cops. He's more worried about that than what the CRASH unit is tearing up. He has no perspective on the big picture" (Rampart Reconsidered, 2006) Chief Parks pushed out Mader as IG and her successor also had problems with Parks.  Soon Parks was able to convince the board of inquiry to “the principal investigation of the current corruption scandal will be carried out by a department board of inquiry -- an internal investigation of the cops by the cops” (Cooper, 1999).  As you now know, the Federal Government stepped in and now the reform is under a Federal Judge’s careful eye.

“There has been a hell of a lot of improvement in supervision.  But in our view, there is still potential for it to happen again if the same mistakes 

are made” – LAPD Supervisor [Rampart Reconsidered]

What Do the RANK and File Think?

From the Rampart Reconsidered Executive Summary, the Blue Ribbon Panel found in taking a look at the Reform that the LAPD has come a long way.  The present leadership change and redeveloped model seems to be working.  Using a collaborative problem solving leadership model seems to work well.  The buy in must come from all the departments and not just the revamped Rampart Division where this model currently exists.  The city and the police department on first look - seem to have moved away from the scandal.  After the last of the civil cases were closed in 2005, the city believes it has moved way from the scandal.  “City wide crime has decreased four years in a row” (Rampart Reconsidered, 2006) and the system for providing investigation within internal affairs has been overhauled.  “morale is up and discipline is fairer” (Rampart Reconsidered, 2006).

Not Everything is as it Seems

Officers still report things are not sufficiently fixed.  The use of excessive force is still the norm, strong arm tactics are still being used.  First line supervisors as well as the rank and file have not gotten the message of the lessons learned at the top.  Supervision and accountability still have not been fixed (Rampart Reconsidered, 2006).  

Summary

It would seem that the LAPD top brass has actively taken the necessary steps it needs to  provide an environment of zero tolerance when it comes to police corruption however, it has failed yet again at the lowest level to ensure that the main fixes are indeed “fixed”.  Accountability and adequate supervision is still in bad need of reform.  You cannot change a mindset or culture overnight.  But by allowing the use of insignia (sign of the Rampart Division that has been banned) and not taking a hard line against throw away or replica guns found in patrol cars (guns used to plant on a victim) the LAPD continues to be plagued by it’s culture.  The Blue Ribbon Panel found that the rank and file continues to feel that the CRASH scandal was a few bad apples and that excessive force and code of silence is acceptable and does not need to be fixed and this is the most alarming result of all (Rampart Reconsidered, 2006).  It will continue to find itself making headlines for racism, use of excessive force and other corruptions until this culture can be changed.  Until then they will continue to be Gansta Police (Streetgangs, 2006).
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