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I.

Obstacles to Accountability for Killings by Police Forces in the United States

The police are regularly shielded from accountability for excessive use of force within the United States.
Although exact statistics are difficult to find, more often than not, officers are not investigated or
prosecuted for the killings of civilians. A central, contributing factor to this impunity is the legal standard
by which police officers’ use of deadly force is evaluated: the United States Supreme Court has
established the Constitutional boundary to be one of “reasonableness”, which in practice creates a wide
breadth of discretion for police action and “justified” use of force, while making it difficult to hold officers
accountable through the criminal legal system.1 Beyond the failings of the legal framework, each of the
primary avenues for accountability available to victims of police misconduct are plagued by institutional
deficiencies, procedural obstacles, and high rates of acquittal.
The first accountability mechanism available to victims is a criminal investigation and trial by state and
federal prosecutors. The initiation of a criminal investigation is contingent entirely upon prosecutorial
discretion, which is often marred by resource constraints, pressure from police unions,2 and bias in favor
of the police due to the working relationship between prosecutors and officers to convict civilians.
Consequently, prosecutors are less likely to file charges against police officers than civilian suspects.3 In
fact, between 2005 and 2015, only 54 officers were charged after police-involved killings, despite the
thousands of such incidences that occurred over the same time period.4 Even in the rare instances when
an investigation leads to possible charges being filed, presiding juries and grand juries frequently
evidence bias in favor of the police.5 As one example, grand juries in Dallas, Texas declined to indict 174
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of 175 police officers under investigation between 2008 and 2012.6 When trials do take place, police are
held to a less stringent legal standard for their use of deadly force than their civilian counterparts, making
it more difficult for prosecutors to prove a violation of the law.7 Ultimately even in the rarest of instances
-- when a police officer is convicted of a crime, sentences are often more lenient than those applied to
civilians convicted of similar crimes.8
A second accountability option allegedly available to victims of police violence is to file suit against police
officers and municipalities in civil court to seek monetary damages. However, civil suits are resource- and
time-intensive, restricting the availability of such remedies to select plaintiffs. Procedural constraints –
including state statutes limiting who and when may bring suits and high pleading standards – also
present obstacles. If damages are awarded or there is a settlement, the officer is most often indemnified,
causing any monetary damages to be paid out of taxpayer money and insulating the police department
from meaningful institutional reform or personal accountability.9
Last, civilians or police departments may request an internal investigation. These investigations are
handled differently depending on the jurisdiction, adding to the inconsistency and lack of transparency
characteristic of these processes.10 As would be expected in cases of self-policing, internal review boards
and other internal affairs units rarely find fault.11 The Bureau of Justice Statistics has previously found
that ninety-two percent of use of force complaints filed with large state and local law enforcement
agencies were dismissed.12 Additionally, state statutes limit the time, place, and manner in which
individuals may file complaints, and police agencies regularly discourage such reporting.13 When internal
investigations are initiated, they are often hindered by departmental cultures of secrecy, as well as the
intimidation of or unreliable witnesses.14 Even if a review board does find fault, many states allow those
decisions to be overturned by independent arbitration. In Boston, for example, 17 of 23 administrative
sanctions by the Boston Police Department were overturned between 2006 and 2013 by independent
arbiters.15 Police union contracts also frequently allow findings of fault to be sealed permitting an officer
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to hide such a disciplinary record when subsequently applying for work with other police departments and
jurisdictions, and rendering the accountability process practically useless.
Still other forms of oversight exist, including external or community oversight mechanisms – which often
face implementation challenges and intense resistance from police unions16 – and federal investigation by
the United States Department of Justice (DOJ), including criminal civil rights charges and consent
decrees. Consent decrees allow municipalities to avoid litigation and liability by proposing concrete
measures for the police departments to undertake to conform to Constitutional or federal law.17
Administered by the Department of Justice, such criminal investigations and agreements are wholly
discretionary and constrained by limited resources and motivation of the administration in power.18
II.

Impunity for Police Killings Violates United States’ Obligations under International
Human Rights Law

This Commission has established that international human rights instruments create positive obligations,
requiring States to not only respect the rights enshrined in governing treaties, but also to ensure that
those rights are protected.19 In effect, States must take affirmative measures to prevent and to address
violations by State agents and private persons.
Under international human rights law, individuals are guaranteed the right to be free from the arbitrary
deprivation of life.20 Mechanisms must be established, therefore, to determine whether an officer’s use of
force amounts to a violation of that right, and to effectively prosecute and punish identifiable violations.21
In carrying out this duty, the State must exercise due diligence, including by conducting an immediate,
exhaustive, and impartial investigation.22 Moreover, this Commission has recognized that States hold a
“special duty” to investigate and prosecute police misconduct.23
The wide discretion afforded criminal prosecutors and internal review boards to decline to initiate
investigations into claims of police misconduct may violate the United States’ obligations of due diligence
under international human rights law. Similarly, the lack of an external check, such as a community
oversight mechanism or an impartial judge or jury, facilitates self-policing, in violation of individuals’
rights to justice by independent arbiters.
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In complement, individuals are guaranteed the right to an effective remedy for a violation of their
rights.24 The failure of established protocols and institutions to hold officers accountable for excessive use
of force and unlawful killings breeds impunity. The Inter-American Court has defined impunity as “the
absence of any investigation, pursuit, capture, prosecution and conviction” of those responsible for
human rights abuses.25 To counter impunity, States must ensure that there exist channels by which
individuals may petition independent tribunals for the enforcement of their rights and receive reparations
for adjudicated violations.26 Procedural barriers and other dynamics, including bias of judicial bodies and
partiality of prosecutors, which limit individuals’ ability to file grievances or to obtain punishment for
police misconduct, can amount to a denial of an effective remedy.27
Importantly, excessive use of force, especially resulting in death, is most likely to be used by police
against Black Americans and other people of color. This Commission has mandated States to adopt
measures to guarantee access to justice for Afro-descendants and other minorities.28 Impunity for
extrajudicial killings disproportionately impacts Black and Latino Americans, depriving them of access to
justice for rights abuses and perpetuating discrimination prohibited by international human rights law.
Moreover, the next-of-kin of victims of excessive force may experience violations of their own human
rights. The Inter-American Court has recognized the rights of next of kin to mental and moral integrity,29
as well as the right to know the truth of what occurred to their loved ones.30 A State’s failure to act with
requisite due diligence may result in prohibited suffering by victims’ families, and an inadequate
investigation would effectively deny victims’ families’ right to truth.
III.

Conclusion

The United States is obligated to respect, protect, and fulfill international human rights. The United
States must not only prevent extrajudicial killings by police, but it must also create and reinforce the
procedures and institutions through which individuals may report, file grievances, and seek justice for
police misconduct. Current procedural obstacles to effective investigations and prosecutions,
discrimination and bias pervasive throughout the judicial system, and discretionary legal standards
prevent individuals from enforcing their rights and result in the systematic denial of accountability for
police killings. The United State’s failure to hold officers accountable for excessive use of force resulting
in death constitutes a violation of victims’ and their next-of-kin’s human rights.
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