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June 12, 2017 
VIA HAND DELIVERY 
 
Hon. Mayor Ted Wheeler 
1221 SW 4th Avenue 
Room 340 
Portland, Oregon 97204 
 
Dear Mayor Wheeler, 
 
 I write to you today with a heavy heart. Our thoughts and our prayers as a community 
remain with those citizens whose lives were lost in the defense of two young people while riding 
on our city’s transit system. These bright shining examples of all that is good in our city are stars 
straining amid an expanding universe of distrust and hate that has come to so many parts of our 
nation. I have wondered with deep uneasiness about when a piece of the violence and unrest 
plaguing so much of our nation would also touch us here at home. In many ways, since the time 
of the election in November last year, we have seen how violence, hate speech, and woefully 
misguided distrust can manifest in ways that threaten this community we share. And something 
must be done. 

 Every single day, the members of our police department set to the task of ensuring the 
peace and safety of our city. Please know that the gratitude, sincere appreciation, and heartfelt 
prayers for those who serve our city in uniform are shared throughout the hearts of our 
congregation. But also shared in the hearts of our congregation is the hopefulness for a time in 
our city when true justice for all persons, regardless of the color of their skin, their situation with 
regard to housing, or any other factor of vulnerability will cease to be an aspiration for a single 
soul. 

 As you may be aware, our church and its members have long played roles alongside city 
government that were meant to ensure a better, more fruitful life for the members of our shared 
community. Part of this work took past Senior Ministers to join the Police Citizens Committee 
and the Police Internal Investigations Auditing Committee in the 1980s, when police misconduct 
against minority communities and communities of color rose into the public consciousness to 
become a serious and pressing concern of this city. That commitment has not waned for many 
years. This year alone, members of our congregation as well as its ministers have marched, 
protested, and demonstrated throughout the city to address many of the injustices facing us at this 
time. 
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 Every time members of my church decide to gather to march, I think about whether they 
will be safe. Whenever I know that members will be protesting or demonstrating, I cannot help 
but fear that something like so many of the incidents of police violence against civilians now 
becoming so tragically commonplace in this nation might occur in our own streets. I am 
confident I do not need to share what colleagues in Ferguson (MO), St. Paul (MN), Atlanta 
(GA), and so many other cities around this country have faced when citizens take to the streets to 
protest the kind of policing our shared communities experience far too often. 

As our city is now underway conducting a nationwide search for a new Police Chief, we 
wish to take this chance to share our most sincere hopes for the search and the selection of a 
candidate to serve, and we also share our demands for a position that will have the wide-ranging 
ability to impact so directly the lives of so many. 

Treatment of Those Involved in Migration 

 Any potential candidate for this position must state in no uncertain terms that they will 
enact policies to ensure noncompliance with requests by federal law enforcement officials, and 
immigration officials, in particular, to “hold” persons beyond any duration necessary by our city 
policing needs. The practice of holding a person simply because they are deemed by some other 
agency to be in violation of an immigration policy is improper on many levels. Primarily, current 
immigration enforcement policies are hopelessly and viciously marred by xenophobic 
conclusions about our neighbors and dubious claims about national security. Participation in the 
enforcement of these policies is patently inhumane. In addition, the use of city resources for the 
enforcement of federal policies may well violate strongly held principles of independence 
between local and federal agencies while also violating state law.1 

 In addition to enacting policies of noncompliance with federal requests of this nature, 
swift and clear action must be taken against officials under the authority of the candidate who do 
participate in these coordination efforts. Any candidate should make clear what steps will be 
taken against any official who violates this policy, up to and including suspension, termination, 
and prosecution to the fullest extent of the law. 

Racial Disparity in Portland Police Bureau 

 As you are likely well aware, the Portland Police force serves a community in which 28% 
of the population identifies as persons of color. And the future of our city is changing. At 
present, 47% of all children in the Portland public schools identify as persons of color. Far too 
often, the “whiteness” of our state and this city is the subject of everything from casual 
conversation to magazine articles. This kind of discourse about this city must stop. Calling 
Portland a “white” city demeans and diminishes the precious tapestry of all life in this city. Any 
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candidate must be fully aware of the unique opportunity this city has to be the beacon of freedom 
it purports to the world to be. 

The beauty and strength of this variety must be reflected in those who would protect this 
city. A mere 13% of the Portland Police identify as persons of color. The national average of 
police force racial diversity is more than 27%, according to the Bureau for Justice Statistics. 
Significant progress in reshaping the profile for the hiring of new officers for the Portland Police 
Department is essential. Any candidate must show in detail what the plans are to address this 
disparity. Mounting evidence supports that policies promoted and followed by a force that 
resembles it are much more successful, both for those doing the policing and those being 
protected. We could not in good conscience support a candidate who lacks a clear plan forward 
on this point. 

Changes to Policing Practices 

The American Civil Liberties Union, among other organizations, has characterized police 
practices in response to protests in Portland as “militarized” and “shameful” and states that 
current policies have “led to violence against peaceful protesters including young kids and 
retired public employees.”2 This is entirely and wholly unacceptable for keepers of the peace. 
We are aware of the personalities and actions often present in groups of demonstrators, but time 
and time again research has shown that investment in de-escalation training for officers and not 
increased dominance and force produce better, safer outcomes both for the officers and for 
citizens3. Any candidate for this position should have a clear stance on de-escalation and 
demonstrate not only openness to increased commitment to this kind of training, but any 
candidate should possess demonstrated success in implementing these life-saving measures for 
the safety of the public and its officers. 

Essential to this goal is timely, clear, and comprehensive adherence to the Order issued 
by the United States District Court in the matter of U.S. v. City of Portland (3:12-cv-02265), 
whereby the Portland Police Department makes quarterly reports on its progress toward the goals 
of addressing the kinds and frequency of force used against civilian members of our community. 
The Albina Ministerial Alliance, of which we are a member, remains vigilant in its demands that 
policing practices in this city reflect life-saving restraint, while assuring the safety of all of the 
city’s community members, including its policing professionals. 

 

 

                                                             
2 Aaron Mesh, “ACLU of Oregon Calls Portland Police’s Violent Arrests ‘Shameful,’” Willamette Week, February 
20, 2017. 
3 Janet R. Olivia, et al, “A Practical Overview of De-escalation Skills in Law Enforcement,” Journal of Police Crisis 
Negotiations, vol. 10, issue 1-2, 2010. 
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Demonstrated Success in Addressing Racial Inequity in Policing 

It is impossible to overstate the importance of a candidate’s stance on the manifold 
injustice at work in a system that purports to provide unbiased, if not entirely race-blind, 
administration of the city’s laws. A recent comprehensive study of arrest, incarceration, and 
other aspects of policing with regard to the administration of the city’s laws shows that persons 
of color, and most decidedly, persons whom are identified by these studies as “black” persons, 
are wildly overrepresented in arrests and incarcerations in Portland. As part of the MacArthur 
Foundation, Safety+Justice Challenge, it was discovered that for every 1,000 person in jail in 
Multnomah County, 9.2 of those persons is identified as black.4 The result of this rate of 
incarceration means that though black persons make up 5% of Multnomah County’s general 
population, these community members make up 27% of this city’s incarcerated persons. 
Virtually every category of racial minority in the county is also represented at a much higher rate 
than persons identified as “white.” 

Any candidate for this position must demonstrate a profound and meaningful 
commitment to correcting this clear systemic injustice in our city. As has been acknowledged by 
the nation’s largest police management organization, the International Association of Chiefs of 
Police, the “historic mistreatment of communities of color” is part of the tragic history of this 
nation’s law enforcement.5 Any candidate we can support would share this view. Only 
candidates who fully acknowledge the racial inequity present in this system and provide a 
commitment to wholesale, tangible, and measurable solutions to this inequity should be 
considered. Any candidate short of these commitments cannot receive this community’s support. 

Houselessness in Portland 

 One of the most apparent and confounding problems facing this city is the ever-growing 
number of persons who have housing situations that do not comport with customary housing 
expectations in this country. Since this search is a national search, and so few cities contend so 
regularly with these challenges, any candidate must have experience both with policing and 
protecting citizens who reside out of doors, in encampments, and on the city’s streets. As a city 
literally in a constant state of emergency with regard to housing, any leader must be able to 
understand the unique needs of a vulnerable population who do not have doors that can be 
knocked on or locks that can be locked. The constitutional protections against unreasonable 
searches and seizures granted to all who are in this nation cannot simply be ignored because 
someone does not have the kind of abode customarily found by police. Any candidate must make 
clear that they understand how to protect not only the persons who reside in such a way, but they 

                                                             
4 Page 3, MacArthur Foundation study. See full report located at 
http://media.oregonlive.com/portland_impact/other/RRI%20Report%20Final-1.pdf.  
5 Tom Jackman, “U.S. Police Chiefs group apologizes for ‘historical mistreatment’ of minorities,” The Washington 
Post, October 17, 2016. 
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must also demonstrate clearly that they have the capacity to protect the liberty of our neighbors, 
regardless of their housing status. 

Investigation of Police Misconduct 

 And finally, a matter that has more to do with city governance decisions than perhaps 
with the position of Chief of Police, is the prosecution of cases of police misconduct. Currently 
both the Police Department and the Office of the District Attorney work in concert investigating 
claims of police misconduct. The inherent bias for members of the same department to protect, 
obfuscate, and otherwise frustrate the process of addressing police misconduct must change. Any 
candidate who opposes reforming the way these investigations are handled or opposes the 
adoption of objective reviews of police misconduct should not be considered. The many forms of 
inequity already set forth herein would only last longer and become more fully entrenched by 
any reticence to reform these investigative processes, and we could not support any candidate so 
inclined against them. 

 As a community of faith, we hold the city, the department, your office, and indeed, you 
yourself in our thoughts and our prayers. And know that we also hold the sanctity and the dignity 
of every life so close to our hearts that it forms one of the bases of our shared faith tradition. We 
will be watching this process, and we will be eager to know how these concerns, among so many 
others will be addressed. We ask that any candidate for this position receive a copy of this letter 
to understand what matters are of deep concern to so many, including all of those who have 
signed here below. 

 

       Yours in faith, 

 

            
       Rev. Dr. William G. Sinkford 
       Senior Minister 
       First Unitarian Church of Portland, Oregon 


