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• Reforms of police spending 
became a topic of political debate in 
many cities in 2020, with many city 
policymakers expressing support for 
reform.

• It is unclear whether these initial 
moves to reform were in response to 
changing public sentiment toward 
the police.

• East Baton Rouge and Fort Worth 
both held referendums on large 
portions of their police budgets 
in July 2020, weeks after George 
Floyd’s murder. These elections 
give insight into how voters make 
decisions about police spending 
when given a chance and allow us to 
compare how opinions have changed 
over time.

• Both referendums passed, but 
support dropped markedly from 
prior years, and voting became 
polarized along racial lines.

The phrase “defund the police” gained widespread 
currency after George Floyd’s murder in May 
2020 and the subsequent surge in nonviolent 
protests. While there was some debate as to what 
was precisely meant by the phrase–abolishing the 
police immediately, reallocating funds to social 
services, envisioning a world where police were not 
needed, or something else–local policymakers at 
first seemed open to the basic idea. In Minneapolis, 
a majority of the city council pledged to defund the 
police in June 2020.1 Local officials also promised 
to reduce or reallocate police spending in cities 
around the country, including New York, Seattle, 
and Los Angeles.2

Then, only months later, these initial pledges 
were reassessed and mostly reversed. In 
Minneapolis, several councilors who voted in 
favor hedged, claiming the initial proposal was 
open to interpretation. Part of the reason for the 
reversal was perceived public pushback, as “the 
city’s mayor, a plurality of residents in recent 
public opinion polls, and an increasing number of 
community groups” had all condemned the initial 
vote.3 Local officials in other cities, seemingly 
concerned that voters would blame them for a 
rise in crime, canceled planned cuts or committed 
to new increases. Said Mayor Brandon Scott of 
Baltimore, “I think the residents of Baltimore are 
expecting me to not only do the right thing but to 
do the right thing at the right pace.” Notably, Mayor 
Scott had come to office in late 2020 promising 
to “reimagine” policing, and had, as city council 
president, secured a $22 million cut.4
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What was public opinion toward police budgets 
among city residents during this tumultuous period, 
and how had it shifted–if at all–relative to where 
it had been prior to 2020? While national surveys 
conducted in summer 2020 showed little support for 
the idea of “defunding the police,”5 these polls had 
several issues. For one, as questions about support 
for police spending had rarely been asked prior to 
the Black Lives Matter protests making it a salient 
political issue, it was difficult to know if levels of 
support for funding had increased or decreased. 
For another, responses on polls do not necessarily 
translate into how respondents would actually behave 
in a real political decision-making context, in part 
because of the desire to give socially acceptable 
responses. Respondents may also answer polls in 
ways that convey one of their political goals at the 
expense of another. For instance, Black Americans 
may desire reallocating police funds to other services 
but may answer to the contrary in order to express 
concerns about crime.6

To provide a window into the dynamics of public 
support for police budgets before and after 2020, I 
look to the cities of East Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and 
Fort Worth, Texas. For differing historical reasons, 
both cities periodically subject millions in dollars 
in police spending to a popular vote, and both were 
slated to hold referendums in spring 2020. For a 
common reason–the COVID-19 pandemic–both cities 
were compelled to postpone the 2020 referendums 
to July 2020, just weeks after George Floyd’s murder. 
Although both referendums passed, support overall 
dropped relative to prior years, and voting became 
polarized along racial lines. This suggests that cuts 
to police spending had more popular support than 
is commonly understood, at least in these two cities 
and at least in the immediate wake of the events of 
summer 2020.

Police Funding in East Baton Rouge and Fort 
Worth

East Baton Rouge is the largest parish (the equivalent 
of a county in other states) in Louisiana, with a 
2010 population of about 440,000. Its parish seat, 
Baton Rouge, is Louisiana’s second-largest city, with a 
population of 229,493 that is 59% African American. 

The city of Baton Rouge is served both by its own 
police department and the sheriff’s department.7

Traditionally, Louisiana sheriffs also acted as tax 
collectors for their respective parishes and were 
entitled to a percentage of these collections as their 
own revenue source. Starting in 1977, sheriff’s 
departments no longer received revenue via these 
collections but instead became empowered to levy 
their own property taxes. Initially, tax rates would 
be set at whatever level maintained total revenue 
collected prior to 1977; any additional revenue would 
need to be approved by parish voters.8

In 1980, the first vote to increase a law enforcement 
tax in the state was held in East Baton Rouge Parish, 
primarily to raise the starting pay of deputies. The 
funds would also be used to hire new deputies, 
purchase equipment, and pay for training. Voters 
enthusiastically approved the measure with 76% 
voting in favor.9 Majorities of voters passed 
extensions of the tax in 1990, 2000, and 2010. In 
2020, this tax generated an estimated $16 million, or 
roughly 17% of the operating budget.10

In Texas, the state legislature created Crime Control 
and Prevention Districts in 1993 in response to a 
perceived rise in crime in the 1980s. These bodies, 
tied to the cities in which they are created, may 
raise revenue via local taxes and spend funds on law 
enforcement.11 Today, about 60 Texas cities (out of 
about 1,200) operate one of these districts.12

With a 2010 population of 741,206 that is 19% 
Black, Fort Worth is the largest Texas city to create 
one of these taxing districts, having done so in 1995 
after “double-digit increases in criminal activity.”13 
As originally passed by voters and renewed since, 
the district raises revenue via an additional half-
cent sales tax. In 2020, this tax raised about $80 
million, or about 27% of the $300 million total 
the city spends on police. The tax mainly pays for 
police personnel–“97 neighborhood patrol officers, 
77 school officers and 50 special response team 
members”–and “equipment and vehicles for the police 
department–more than $32.5 million.”14
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Figure 1. Share Voting for Police Spending by City, Precincts, and Year
Source: Louisiana Secretary of State and Tarrant County, Texas Elections Department

While many Fort Worth voters were initially 
skeptical, the district and its accompanying tax soon 
became enormously popular. Voters approved the 
creation of the district in 1995 with 59% of the vote; 
they then re-approved the district for five years with 
79% of the vote in 2000, 90% in 2005, 81% in 2009, 
and 84% in 2014.

Both cities were slated to vote on renewing their 
respective law enforcement taxes in 2020. In 
East Baton Rouge, the referendum was originally 
scheduled for Saturday, April 4, 2020, but was 
postponed to Saturday, July 11.15 In Fort Worth, the 
referendum was originally scheduled for Saturday, 
May 2. Because of the pandemic, the state instructed 
Fort Worth to postpone its referendum to Tuesday, 
July 14.16

Police Budget Support Over Time

Figure 1 shows how many precincts cast various 
levels of support for renewing levels of law 
enforcement taxes in 2020 and the two prior 

elections in each city. In each panel, the height of 
the bar represents how many precincts cast different 
percentages of votes in favor. For instance, in East 
Baton Rouge in 2000, about 27 precincts cast about 
70% of their votes in favor of continuing the then-
current level of police funding. The vertical red line 
indicates the 50% mark, such that more data to the 
right (left) indicates more (fewer) precincts casting a 
majority in favor.

Prior to 2020, virtually all precincts in both cities 
cast a majority of their vote in favor of police funding, 
and there is little variability across precincts in terms 
of the level of support. In 2020, the change in both 
cities is dramatic. In East Baton Rouge in particular, 
half of the precincts appear to cast votes against the 
funding referendum, with some precincts casting 
only 20% of their vote in favor. In Fort Worth, a 
considerable share of precincts voted against police 
funding in 2020, and even those precincts which 
voted in favor were less supportive than in prior 
years.
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Figure 2. Share Voting for Police Spending by Race, City, and Year.
Source: Louisiana Secretary of State, Tarrant County Elections Department, and U.S. Census Bureau

Figure 2 plots the share voting yes in each precinct 
against the share of the precinct’s residents that are 
Black. What is notable about years prior to 2020 
is there is no visible relationship between the two 
measures: precincts with many Black voters are 
just as supportive as precincts with few or no Black 
voters. This changes in 2020. Areas with smaller 
shares of Black voters tend to see some decreases in 
support relative to prior years, but areas with more 
Black voters see much larger decreases, especially in 
East Baton Rouge.

Conclusions

Policymakers in many cities briefly expressed 
support for cutting police budgets in summer 2020. 
Were these initial commitments in line with public 
opinion? Although it is impossible to know how 
voters in other cities would have behaved, these 
results suggest there was at least an initial surge of 
support for reducing police budgets, and that much 
of the change over time occurred in areas with more 
Black residents. These changes happened in cities, 

and in neighborhoods within these cities, where 
funding had been overwhelmingly popular just a 
few years earlier. Salient incidents of police violence, 
accompanied by social movement activity, can reduce 
support for police spending even among voters who 
had previously been highly supportive.

If the initial move to reform police departments was 
in line with public opinion, was the quick reversal as 
well? Unfortunately, from a scientific point of view, 
neither of the cities examined here held votes in late 
2020 or 2021, so we are unable to examine if voting 
patterns shifted back after summer 2020. However, 
some suggestive evidence comes from a November 
2021 referendum in Minneapolis. Here, a majority 
voted against a plan to replace the police department 
with a new Department of Public Safety focused 
on public health. While the measure failed, 43% of 
the city voted in favor, and support was as high as 
78% in some precincts.17 Pro-reform sentiment in 
Minneapolis in November 2021 was likely lower 
than it would have been in summer 2020, had 
this measure been on the ballot then. Thus, local 
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politicians’ shift away from reform was probably also 
in line with public opinion. On the other hand, it is 
likely the measure would have received little or no 
support in any precinct prior to 2020. In this sense, 
the Minneapolis vote suggests that while voters have 
become more hesitant toward police reform compared 
to summer 2020, they are still overall more supportive 
of reform than they were in 2019.
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