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How faith and community leaders are reimagining public safety.
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hen a woman experienced an opioid

overdose during a morning breakfast

service at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church
in downtown Eugene, Ore., church staff quickly
administered naloxone, a medication designed to
rapidly reverse an overdose.

Then the police arrived, lights blazing, according
to Bingham Powell, rector at St. Mary’s.

Police interference during a drug overdose or
mental-health crisis can often turn deadly, putting
some of society’s most vulnerable further at risk for
harm. Thankfully, when the officers arrived on the
scene at St. Mary’s that day, no one was killed. But
a police response can also impair the situation in
other ways. The woman who had overdosed became
frightened by their presence and left.

“This isn’t a story of police misconduct,” Powell
said. “It’s just a story of the police showing up, and
it caused the person to run away and not get the
help they needed.”

What if someone else had arrived on the scene
first? In Eugene, it’s entirely possible that they
could have. For nearly three decades, the city has
been home to CAHOOTS (Crisis Assistance Help-
ing Out On The Streets), an emergency-response
program that sends experienced unarmed crisis
counselors and EMTs in response to mental health,
substance abuse, and homelessness-related crises.
The program has become a model for other cities
looking to shift community resources away from
armed policing in favor of social services.

Unless asituation is violent, the team at St. Mary’s
prefers calling CAHOOTS in a crisis, according to
Powell.

“Jesus teaches us to love our neighbor, and that
is a guiding principle for how we want to be in this
world,” Powell explained. “We want to help people,
and having police be the only resource is not helpful.”

‘A PARADIGM SHIFT’

In the 1980s, the U.S. defunded public safety programs in favor of
increased policing, which has since become increasingly militarized.
Now, the tide is turning. The Black Lives Matter movement has not
only shed light on systemic racism and embedded white supremacy
ideologies, but on the brutal impacts of overpolicing and the excessive
use of deadly force.

People with untreated mental illness are 16 times more likely to
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be killed during a police encounter than
other civilians, according to a 2015 report
by the Treatment Advocacy Center. That
same year, a Washington Post investigation
found that a quarter of the people shot by
police in the United States were suffering
from a mental or emotional crisis at the
time of their death. Most of those officers
were not responding to a crime, but rather
to a call about a mentally fragile person
behaving erratically.

In 2020, following the killings of Bre-
onna Taylor and George Floyd, efforts to
defund or abolish the police moved into the
mainstream. Activists around the country
continue to call on their communities to
radically reimagine what public safety and
harm prevention could look like without
police at the front lines.

“Alot of alternatives to the police don’t
always look like alternatives to police at
first glance,” said Brendan McQuade, as-
sistant professor of criminology at Uni-
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versity of Southern Maine. “They’re set
up as a mental health thing or as a harm
reduction measure.”

Such alternatives involve “a paradigm
shift to something that centers our shared
relationships and shared investments,”
McQuade added.

While there is tremendous work yet to
be done, there exist already examples of
municipal programs where public health
and harm reduction are the priority. CA-
HOOTS is one of those.

A NEW CRISIS RESPONSE

CAHOOTS, which was launched as a com-
munity initiative in 1989, provides mobile
crisis intervention around the clock in
Oregon’s Eugene-Springfield metropolitan
area. The program is funded by the cities
and managed by the White Bird Clinic, a
community health center in Eugene.
Crisis responders can be reached

through the police nonemergency line
or 911. They are dispatched in pairs, are
not trained in law enforcement, and do
not carry weapons. Not all of them are
licensed clinicians, though all are trained
to respond to mental health issues.

Ben Adam Climer, aformer CAHOOTS
EMT and crisis counselor, described it as a
“paraclinical” model. “You have a person
who’s skilled at telling whether a person
needs to see a licensed clinician,” he said.
This helps keep the program staffed, he
added, and is part of the reason it has
worked so well for decades.

Climer,a Mennonite who holds two the-
ology degrees, now consults for CAHOOTS
and is working to develop similar programs
around the country. Among the many cities
looking to replicate CAHOOTS is Los An-
geles, where the city council unanimously
passed a measure in the summer of 2020
to develop a police-free crisis response for
calls not involving weapons or violence.

People with
untreated mental
illness are 16 times
more likely to
be killed during
a police
encounter.

Most CAHOOTS calls are wellness
checks to visit people sleeping in parks,
people having psychotic episodes, people
who are elderly who haven’t been seen,
people who have made suicidal statements
on social media, or employees who haven’t
shown up to work, according to Climer.

“By our very existence, we prevent po-
lice interaction with those folks in those
circumstances,” Climer said.

Church leaders in the area say this is
why they turn to CAHOOTS in a crisis.

“We call CAHOOTS because we don’t
really need the police and the force that
they bring,” said Rev. June Fothergill
of Ebbert United Methodist Church in
Springfield, Ore. In some instances, she
notes, police presence has only escalated
conflicts.

Climer said his work has been led in
large partbyhis faith. “We are really rooted
in thisidea that people are worthy of having
compassion and love given to them.”

TAKING POLICE OUT OF
THE EQUATION

If CAHOOTS is designed to replace police as
the first to respond to a crisis, then Seattle’s
LEAD program is an alternative for who
comes second.

LEAD, originally an acronym for Law
Enforcement Assisted Diversion and re-
cently renamed to Let Everyone Advance
with Dignity, is a program created in 2011
to keep people suspected of low-level
crimes out of the criminal legal system.

Instead of booking suspects on charges
and bringing them to court, police could
refer LEAD participants to a case manage-
ment program in order to receive social
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services like housing or drug treatment.
A 2015 study by University of Wash-
ington researchers found that people
who went through the LEAD program
had a 58 percent lower likelihood of ar-
rest and 39 percent lower likelihood of
being charged with a felony compared to
the control group. Cities across the coun-
try—including Atlanta; Santa Fe, N.M.;
Baltimore; and Albany, N.Y.—have followed
the model of Seattle’s LEAD and created
similar programs of their own.
Pre-arrest diversion programs, such
as LEAD, are not typically considered an
alternative to policing. Abolitionists re-

main skeptical of their impact. “Itisareally
good release valve for interrupting the flow
from police to jail, but it relies on police
to doit,” said Victoria Law, journalist and
co-author of Prison by Any Other Name: The
Harmful Consequences of Popular Reforms.
Ifpolice officers still see their primaryrole
asarresting crime suspects, even when they
are nonviolent, then a pre-arrest diversion
program won'’t help.

Lisa Daugaard, executive director of
the Public Defender Association in Seattle
(the nonprofit that runs LEAD), said the
program has been designed tobecome less
police-dependent over time.

Faith leaders are uniquely

positioned to advocate for

alternatives to policing.
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“From the beginning, we built a sec-
ond road into LEAD case management,
which was meant to facilitate a shift,” she
said. Police were given the option to make
so-called social contact referrals, which
meant referring people to LEAD programs
outside the context of probable cause to
make an arrest. Now, community mem-
bers have the option to call LEAD directly,
bypassing the police altogether.

“It has never made sense that police
were the institution that responded to
these kinds of problems,” Daugaard ex-
plained. “But because they were called
to respond, we needed an off-ramp for
those contacts.”

As the culture changes and more
people come to appreciate the value of
nonpolice and noncarceral responses,
the LEAD program can slowly remove
police entirely from the equation in many
instances. That shift has already begun.
The newest version of the program is
designed to “only have occasional need
to coordinate with law enforcement and
is primarily in lieu of a police response,”
according to Daugaard.

Rev. Jenny Partch of Highline United
Methodist Church hasbeen involved in the
effort tobring a version of LEAD to Burien,
Wash., where LEAD’s approach to crises
has been one of the few things disparate
community members can agree on.

Partch is hopeful that a LEAD pro-
gram can keep members of the community
who are experiencing homelessness and
substance-abuse disorders out of jail. She
recalls aman who frequently came to the
church’s cold-weather shelter. He was
incarcerated after police ran a warrant
search on him while he stood outside the
church building.

“He had a drug addiction that he was
trying to quit,” Partch said. “It’s difficult as
a pastor to have someone like that come
toyou. This gentleman wanted me to pray
with him and was really remorseful for
things he had done. But without the pro-
grams and the community to help him, we
just couldn’t get him over that addiction.”
Had LEAD been available then, it might
have kept him out of jail, she said.

“Ultimately, if this matures as the
model for our community, there will be
aphone number that rivals 911 in people’s
ability to remember it, and there will be
much greater capacity,” Daugaard said.

But the program isn’t there yet. It’s
better to think of LEAD as a proof-of-
concept rather than a finished solution.
To bring this to scale, the program needs
to be funded at or beyond the level at
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“We are rooted
in the idea that
people are worthy
“of Being treated
with compassion
and love.”

which police forces are currently. “It’s
not a matter of a few million dollars,”
Daugaard said. “It’s a genuinely large in-
vestment that is needed.”

“Continuous care is the fundamental
gap in the system everywhere,” she added.
“We are closer to being able to fill that gap
in Seattle-King County than any other
community, and we’re nowhere close.”

THE FIGHT AHEAD

LEAD and CAHOOTS both prove that
it’s possible to respond to myriad crises
without the police, thereby reducing harm
in the community and lowering the po-
tential for accidental injury and police
misconduct.

The biggest barriers facing both pro-
grams are not that they don’t work. It’s
that they’re still relatively unknown, un-
derfunded, and only as good as the other
social services available to treat chronic
problems like homelessness, drug addic-
tion, and poverty.

When the CAHOOTS program is un-
derstaffed, response times can be slow.
They eventually arrived on the scene where
the woman had overdosed at St. Mary’s in
Eugene, according to Powell. But not until
after the woman had fled.

“Sometimes the problem isn’t CA-
HOOTS’s fault,” Climer said. “It’s that there
isn’t much they can offer the person. We
don’t have enough treatment centers and
we don’t have enough resources out there
for people.”

Partch believes it’s her role as a faith
leader to advocate for systemic change
alongside specific programs like LEAD.

“If we really believe in every person

being in the image of God, then we need to
work on the systems that don’t see them as
equal, sacred beings,” Partch said.

Partch and other faith leaders are lob-
bying Burien’s city council to reallocate
budget resources from policing to human
services, among other changes.

“I completely support the LEAD pro-
gram,” she said. “But we also have to con-
tinue to see the bigger picture. We have
multiple systems that all feed together
and they’re all broken at this point.” For
example, programs like CAHOOTS and
LEAD don’tdirectly address systemicrac-
ism and racial disparities in policing and
social services.

Faith leaders, who are often at the
front lines of helping people in vulner-
able situations are uniquely positioned
to advocate for alternatives to policing,
Daugaard said.

“I think that the faith community has
ahuge role in naming that, and saying, ‘we
are not good with just stopping the old
systems. We need there to be a meaningful
response to the pretty desperate situations
that people are in,”” Daugaard said.

Along with pushing for systemic
change, faith leaders can also ask their
communities to adopt programs similar
to CAHOOTS and LEAD or point to them
as models of programs that are proven
to work.

“Alot of times the debate gets flattened
into police or no,” Daugaard said. “The
missing piece has been the design and
occupation of that space, such that people
have a thing to be for.” @

Stephanie Russell-Kraft reports on the
intersections of religion, culture, law, and
gender.
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