Chair Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, and members of the
Judicial Proceedings Committee,

My name is Bonnie Weissberg, and | am a resident of

District 41. | am testifying in support of SB 758 to B A LT I M 0 R E

Amend Baltimore City’s Charter for Local Control of
Police. | am submitting this testimony as a member of
Showing Up for Racial Justice Baltimore, a group of
individuals working to move white folks as part of a multi-racial movement for equity and racial justice in
Baltimore City, Baltimore County, and Howard County. We are also working in collaboration with our
accountability partner, the Campaign for Justice, Safety and Jobs (CJSJ).

showing up for racial justice

In 2021, the General Assembly passed legislation to reestablish BPD as a City agency provided that
Baltimore residents ratify an amendment to the City Charter. In November 2022, Baltimore residents
overwhelmingly voted in favor (82%!) of a charter amendment to transfer control of the BPD from the
State to Baltimore City. This win was the result of years of work by community members and advocates.
But, as a result, as of January 1, 2023, Baltimore City’s police department is a City agency, however, the
City Council is still powerless to legislate much-needed reforms to the BPD.

We still don't have local control - the General Assembly has to pass SB758 to remove one line in the City
Charter which prohibits the City Council from infringing on the power of the Police Commissioner.

Baltimore City is still the only locality in Maryland and only one of two localities in the entire country that
does not have control over its own police department. Further delay of implementation of local control of
the Baltimore Police Department is unacceptable, as it unjustly limits representative democracy and
police accountability in a majority-Black city.

We cannot and will not wait any longer. The people’s will, clearly expressed in the last election, must
be carried out immediately by passing SB758 which will restore legislative authority to our City Council on
June 1, 2023.

It is for these reasons that | am encouraging you to vote favorably on Baltimore City — Control Over
Powers of Police Commissioner SB758.

Thank you for your time, service, and consideration.

Sincerely,

Bonnie Weissberg

1704 Mt. Washington Ct., Apt. H
Baltimore, MD 21209

Showing Up for Racial Justice Baltimore


https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0758

Baltimore City is the only locality in the Maryla
In the 1860s, state officials too

party gained political control of the city and engage :
history of more representative govern
es to have statutory authority over the Baltimore

department.! After 160 years and a
Assembly, not the Baltimore City Council, continu
Police Department (BPD). However, po
under the state’s control.?

WHY IS STATE CONTROL OF BALTIMORE
CITY’S POLICE DEPARTMENT A PROBLEM?

Unlike other local officials, Baltimore City officials
are unable to introduce or adopt policies requiring
BPD to change its policing policies and practices.
Instead, Baltimore City officials and residents
must travel to Annapolis to ask state lawmakers
to pass policies to change their own police force.
This hinders police accountability efforts.

Despite being the 8th largest municipal police
department in the country, and five consecutive
years of rising violent crime, Baltimore City is
unable to meaningfully enforce accountability and
policing reforms (several of which are mandated
by the Department of Justice) because of a lack
of appropriate legal authority. We can only ensure
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BPD becomes effective by ensuring local law
enforcement is accountable to local residents and
elected officials rather than being responsive to
the whims of the state of Maryland.

WHAT IS THE IMPACT?

In 2014, when Baltimore City Council members
passed an ordinance to require BPD officers to
wear body-worn cameras, they were blocked

from doing so because of BPD’s status as a state
agency.® And, unlike Montgomery County officials
who passed a law in 2019 requiring independent
investigations of police-involved deaths® in that
county, if Baltimore City officials wanted to pass
a similar law, they must ask members of the
Maryland General Assembly, most of whom do not
represent Baltimore City residents.




THE SOLUTION: RESTORE BALTIMORE CITY’'S
CONTROL OVER ITS POLICE DEPARTMENT

It is unjust and absurd that Baltimore City
taxpayers fund the BPD and pay civil settlements
and judgments for police misconduct, but they
are unable to require BPD to change policies

to prevent or hold officers accountable for
misconduct. Accordingly, the City’s Community
Oversight Task Force recommended restoring
local control of the BPD.® In 2019, the Maryland
House of Delegates unanimously passed a bill
that took steps toward restoring local control of
the BPD but the bill stalled in the Senate.®

One of the most perverse aspects of the current
state control of BPD is allowing city officials to
more easily ignore police misconduct. Opponents
argue that because BPD currently has state
sovereign immunity, restoring BPD to local control
would result in an increase in payouts for police
misconduct. However, the city is already solely
responsible for paying misconduct claims, and
the state provides little to no help. City officials
have noted that any increase would be minimal.
And Baltimore City should not be afforded a
special shield from civil liability.

Local control creates additional accountability of
the BPD. Suggesting that it puts a burden on the
city intentionally ignores the serious misconduct
and corruption still present within BPD. It also
intentionally dismisses the harm it is causing
Baltimore city residents, further undermining
public safety and the rights of all Baltimoreans.

s Enacting department-wide policies

¢ Provide local oversight of the Consent
Decree’s implementation

* Enforcing incentives that prevent police
misconduct lawsuits and their costs by
actively creating public accountability and
promoting public trust

The Baltimore Consent Decree’s
Community Oversight Task Force
emphasized in their 2018 report:

Every other police force in Maryland is
governed and regulated by their local
charters. The same should be true for
Baltimore City. The BPD will never be

fully accountable to its residents until full
control of the department is returned to
the city. Given the broken relationship that
exists between the people of Baltimore
and the police, the implementation of this
recommendation needs to be a top priority.

1 George A. Nilson, The Abell Foundation, The Baltimore Police
Department: Understanding its status as a state agency, 2-3
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