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Executive Summary 
The City of Wilmington is the largest and the most culturally and economically diverse city in 
Delaware.  The ability of the City to grow and improve the lives of its residents depends on its 
ability effectively to provide public safety.  The residents, employers, and civic and community 
leaders with whom we speak routinely cited public safety as a principal concern affecting their 
decisions about where to live, where to locate their business, and how to lead the City to a better 
future. 
Like many cities, Wilmington experiences a significant amount of crime, including crimes of 
violence, drug crimes and nuisance crimes.  However, many cities across the country have 
experienced significant reductions in crimes in all categories in recent years – often attributed to 
improved policing strategies.   
Wilmington is not one of those cities.  According to the FBI, Wilmington ranks third in violence 
among 450 cities of its size and sixth among all cities over 50,000.  Crime in Wilmington – and 
particularly homicides – has reached record numbers in recent years. Over the past decade, the 
City of Wilmington has averaged 118 shooting victims per year, reaching a record high of 154 
shootings victims in 2013.  In 2014 alone, there were 127 shooting victims and 23 shooting 
deaths in the City. 
The principal questions facing the Wilmington Public Safety Strategies Commission are why the 
City of Wilmington has not experienced the same crime reductions enjoyed by similarly situated 
municipalities across the country and what Wilmington can do about that.  This report offers our 
examination of the strategies currently being employed by the City and the WPD, and our 
proposal of strategies that might be employed to better address the WPD’s core mission of 
creating a safer Wilmington.   
Improving public safety in Wilmington is challenging, but it is certainly not impossible.  
Wilmington has three built-in advantages.   
First and most significantly, Wilmington has a sufficiently large police force to bring appropriate 
resources to bear on this issue.  While we make clear in this report that there are several areas of 
police work that deserve additional resources, and that a reorganization of some functions would 
assist the Department, the WPD begins this work with a force large enough to effectively patrol 
and fight crime in Wilmington. 

Second, as the Crime Analysis and CAD Incident Analysis done by Temple University’s Jerry 
Ratcliffe, Ph.D. make clear, “[s]mall areas of the city account for a large proportion of the crime 
and community harm.”  As a result, if appropriate strategies are brought to bear on those small 
areas, significant reductions in crime can be obtained.   

Third, many people with whom we spoke in the WPD, from the leadership to rank-and-file 
officers, recognize that there is a need for and opportunity to change for the better.  Significant 
cultural and organizational changes can be made only with buy-in from those tasked with the 
need to lead and implement those changes, and the recognition of the need for and inevitability 
of change was evident in many of the law enforcement professionals with whom we spoke.   
Generally, we found that WPD has a respond-and-react orientation and structure that focuses on 
resolving calls for service rather than proactively implementing crime reduction 
strategies.  Although WPD is sufficiently staffed, the department does not deploy sufficient 
officers in patrol and key investigatory functions.  WPD is behind other law enforcement 
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agencies in its use of technology (some of which it already owns) to both analyze and predict 
crime, as well as to provide accountability of its officers as to there whereabouts and 
activities.  The WPD's investigatory units do not solve a sufficient number of crimes - 
particularly homicides - and can improve its investigatory functions and victims’ services.  The 
Wilmington community appreciates the dedication and effort of the Department's officers, but 
some community relationships have become strained and can be improved.   

 
All of the issues identified in this report are fixable, and none is exclusive to Wilmington.  Many 
of the building blocks for reform are already in place - a city and community that recognizes the 
need for change, a WPD administration that is open to new strategies, and supportive local 
partners.   
Our principal findings and recommendations are organized below: 

 
On the Front Line:  Officers on the Street:   

The WPD has existing monetary and operational resources to adequately fight crime in the City. 
Wilmington spends more on its police and on police overtime than many other cities, according 
to law enforcement benchmarking data. 
However, those numbers do not tell the whole story.  The WPD is frequently below full strength 
because it does not plan for attrition by recruiting officers and holding regular police academy 
classes.  The WPD also has a high number of excused absences, caused in part by use of accrued 
vacation or compensatory time.  As a result, there are frequently far fewer officers on a shift than 
needed.   

In addition, the current sector approach allows for unnecessary and unhelpful disconnects 
between officers and their command staff. The three-sector strategy being used by WPD is a 
viable way of organizing police efforts, but it has been implemented in such a way that 
lieutenants have been distanced from their officers and assigned sectors.  Patrol officers and 
community policing officers in the same area report to different supervisors, and staffing of the 
Criminal Investigations Unit and the Vice Unit is inadequate.  

Operation Disrupt, the WPD’s recent effort to reduce violence by flooding hot spots with a large 
number of officers, has shown that a visible police presence can impact crime.  But Operation 
Disrupt is being implemented with overtime and the use of officers with other important 
responsibilities, for example community policing assignments as well as federal task forces, such 
as the DEA Task Force, the U.S. Marshals’ Warrant Task Force and the FBI Safe Streets Task 
Force. 

We make a variety of recommendations focused on ensuring that WPD has a large enough and 
visible enough presence in the City.  Those recommendations include implementing minimum 
staffing levels to ensure there are sufficient officers working per shift; planning for attrition and 
managing personnel to maintain appropriate officer strength; returning lieutenants to the platoon 
structure; creating a Community Stabilization Team that can work in emerging and chronic 
hotspots; and strengthening the Criminal Investigations Unit and Vice Unit.   
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Bringing Policing Back to Neighborhoods & Engaging With the Community: 
The WPD provides a small number of “community policing officers” in neighborhoods across 
the City, but it lacks a community policing strategy that effectively engages the community, 
performs law enforcement functions, and locates officers in hotspots over sustained periods.  The 
department frequently changes community policing assignments, and community policing 
officers lack empowerment to solve problems in the community.   

Relatedly, feedback collected from the community suggests the WPD could enhance its 
legitimacy in the eyes of the community.  While the importance of the police is recognized in the 
community, many report that some in the WPD can be at times disrespectful, insensitive to the 
needs of crime victims, and apathetic to community problems, which serves as a disincentive for 
the community to offer its support and assistance to the WPD.  WPD leadership has tried to build 
better community relations and emphasized community cooperation in solving crimes, but more 
can be done.   
WPD’s approach to receiving complaints against officers is thought by the community to 
discourage complaint filing and is not as transparent as it could be.  The approach requires 
citizens to appear in police headquarters during working hours on weekdays and once a 
complaint is filed, citizens report not hearing the status or outcome of the complaint process.  
We recommend that the City implement a community policing strategy, better train assigned 
officers, focus on hot spots and other high crime areas, empower officers to partner with the 
community and fix neighborhood problems, and undertake other efforts and partnerships that 
build legitimacy for the department.  WPD should also make it easier to file and get resolution of 
citizen complaints. 

 
Remaining Accountable & Transparent to the Community: 

We heard a variety of community complaints about not frequently seeing officers, or that officers 
congregate in particular areas, or that the community was not sure what officers were doing to 
reduce crime.  
WPD does not have records tracking where officers are during their shifts.  It is only now 
implementing GPS tracking within its Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) system.  WPD does not 
have a desk sergeant who reports when officers are entering or leaving the department for duty 
on their tour.  While on tour, officers rarely document contacts with suspects using Field Service 
Reports. 

We recommend that WPD fully implement and utilize its new GPS capacity to ensure officer 
safety, accountability, and hotspots policing, assign a desk sergeant or otherwise track when 
officers are in the department and on the streets, and begin using mobile digital terminals to enter 
contacts with suspects.     

 
Preventing & Solving Homicides & Shootings and Supporting Victims: 

In 2014, 118 people were shot in the City of Wilmington, resulting in 23 of the 28 total 
homicides experienced that year.  Of those 28 homicides, only four were “closed” or solved after 
an arrest was made.  We heard conflicting reports of how WPD responds to those incidents – 
varying response times, varying investigative and violence reduction practices, varying 
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responders, and varying amounts of follow-up.  Five homicide detectives handle 78 open 
homicide cases (of which 41 are defined as cold cases, usually unsolved for a year or more), 
while other shootings are separately investigated.  These investigations and others are undertaken 
by detectives, but the process of assignment of detectives to the investigatory units lacks 
consistency. 
We recommend a formalized initial response protocol for all shootings, with appropriate 
responders including management, investigators and patrol officers, and strategies to support 
victims and intervene to avoid retaliation.  We recommend investigators meet with prosecutors 
and others within 48 hours of every homicide/shooting to ensure the investigation is proceeding 
appropriately, with regular follow-up.  

We propose creation of a Homicide/Violent Crime Unit within the Criminal Investigations 
Division with sufficient staffing and resources to focus on all homicides, attempted homicides, 
aggravated assaults and shooting incidents.  We believe this can be done within the current 
complement of current sworn officers. Detectives are key to this work, and we recommend 
development of a career path for detectives with an assignment structure that promotes those 
who demonstrate superior investigatory skills.  We also recommend significantly enhancing the 
WPD’s response to crime victims. 
We also found that shooting and firearms investigations are not sufficiently leveraging the tools 
available to solve open cases and prevent additional shootings, and we recommend 
standardization of practices and adoption of a protocol for forensic firearm investigations.   

WPD has implemented several community-based violence prevention models in recent years, to 
mixed success, and without sustained implementation.  Programs like Operation Safe Streets, 
Operation Night Light, and Cease Violence were implemented, but there have been varying 
degrees of continuity and connectedness to the work of the WPD.  Cease Violence, for example, 
is currently being implemented with well-selected “violence interrupters,” but is being managed 
by the Wilmington Department of Parks and Recreation, an agency that is not accustomed to 
supporting a rapidly evolving 24x7 operation involving high-stakes negotiations.  We 
recommend the City strengthen the existing Cease Violence program with administration in an 
agency that is aligned with the mission of preventing violence and possessing the resources 
needed to implement this public health approach as designed and proven effective.   

 
Using Data to Guide Strategy & Solve Problems: 

The WPD is largely reactive to crime, as opposed to proactive, and does not have systems in 
place to allow for an intelligence-led model of policing that attempts to predict and stop crime in 
place before it occurs.  The WPD conducts T.A.P.S. (Targeted Analytical Policing Systems) 
meetings that are beginning to use the data visualization tool Crime View, but these meetings are 
largely informational and not promoting problem solving or accountability of senior leaders to 
reduce crime. 

WPD’s crime analysis is currently limited to standard statistical analyses, and does not use the 
sophisticated analysis of crime patterns and high-risk offenders to guide deployment and crime 
prevention.  Moreover, the analysis being done is not being shared sufficiently with supervisors 
or patrol officers.  For example, information is often distributed by email, some of which may go 
unopened, and the roll call room does not include crime maps, most wanted list, or other 
information that could inform officers on patrol and in the community policing unit.   
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We recommend WPD adopt a data-driven approach to police strategies and deployment, 
including use of the CompStat management approach to ensure that all supervisors and officers 
have fully briefed on criminal activity and use that information to guide their deployment and 
investigatory resources.  WPD already has much of the technology needed to undertake this 
work, but additional technology could be procured through grants.  In addition, substantial 
additional training of crime analysis for both staff and most officers is recommended.  We 
recommend establishment of a Real Time Crime Center approach, to conduct rapid crime 
analysis and share it more quickly with officers and investigators to prevent additional crimes.  

 
Leveraging Available Resources: 

No police organization exists in a vacuum, but all must leverage resources and information from 
partner law enforcement organizations, community groups, and other institutions.  WPD’s most 
important partners are aligned and supporting agencies in the city and state, agencies its works 
with every day, including neighboring jurisdictions, and federal agencies and task forces. But, 
WPD has withdrawn from task forces and collaboration with partner agencies could be 
improved, including restoring assignments to the federal task forces.  

The City’s principal camera coverage is provided by Downtown Visions on behalf of the City 
and the business community.  While that system appears to work, the City has its 70 cameras 
being monitored by one staff person for each 8-hour shift, and are typically only monitored for 
portions of the day.  We recommend the Attorney General and Department of Safety and 
Homeland Security work with the City to strengthen that system and add cameras in the most 
violence-prone areas as necessary. 

 
Strengthening the WPD:   

The WPD is organized beneath the Chief of Police in a manner supportive of its respond-and-
react orientation.  Generally, one inspector is responsible for patrol activities, with the other 
responsible for investigative efforts.  Several administrative positions (e.g., PIO, computer 
maintenance, grant writing) are undertaken by sworn officers, when that work could be 
undertaken by civilians who have specialized expertise in these areas.  WPD officers are not 
competitively compensated and do not receive training opportunities that might enhance their 
careers and capacity. 
 
We recommend the creation of several positions that will support intelligence-led policing 
efforts, such as a Deputy Chief for Operations, focused on accountable, intelligence-led and data-
driven policing, an additional crime analyst, and a Chief Information Officer to integrate and 
promote utilization of the vast amount of technology available to the department.  We also 
recommend the creation of an Inspector to handle supporting services (e.g., Property, vehicle 
maintenance, school officers, evidence control) and having some jobs be undertaken by civilians 
when a sworn police officer is not required.  We recommend a compensation study be 
undertaken and that officers receive additional training, with a particular focus on data-driven 
and problem-oriented policing.   

We believe this report and its recommendations give the WPD a roadmap to become more 
effective in reducing violent crime and better serving the citizens of Wilmington.  In fact, in 
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recent weeks as we have engaged and talked with Chief Cummings and the WPD staff, we have 
already seen steps taken to address several of the issues we asked about, demonstrating not only 
a willingness, but the capability to take swift action to improve public safety in Wilmington. 

The City of Wilmington and WPD are capable of meeting the challenges ahead.  Both VRI and 
the Police Foundation appreciate the support, encouragement and guidance offered by members 
of the Department, particularly Chief Bobby Cummings, who fully engaged in the review 
process, openly and candidly providing information in an effort to improve the Department.  He 
is clearly dedicated to the community and to the rank and file officers and staff who 
courageously serve every day. 

Importantly, we found that the men and women who serve in WPD, whether on the front lines or 
in managerial positions, are committed to ending violence in the City.  We are grateful for their 
service and believe they can succeed. 


