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SUMMARY
From its inception, LDF has faced the responsibility of responding 
in real-time in moments of civil rights crisis. When these important, 
destabilizing, and often high profile events occur, LDF is called upon 
by community leaders, lawyers, activists and government officials 
across the country to provide guidance and leadership, bringing the 
full weight of our expertise and advocacy to intervene on behalf of 
victims of civil rights violations. With the generous donor support of 
the Rapid Response Fund (RRF), LDF has turned these moments 
into opportunities for transformation, and engaged meaningfully in 
emerging civil rights controversies to advocate for holistic civil rights 
solutions to structural inequality and injustice.

In the past and current year, these powerful “in the moment” 
incidents seem to be on the rise, requiring substantially more of 
LDF’s time, talent, and resources. The dedicated resources provided 
by the Rapid Response Fund have allowed LDF to play a critical 
role in advancing the country’s discourse on race and civil rights 
and securing much-needed reform. In particular, LDF has played a 
leadership role in criminal justice reforms and strategies at the local 
and national levels. Specifically, the RRF has allowed LDF to:

• Reframe the narrative on racial justice by using national 
media and research reports to link individual civil rights 
violations to systemic problems such as educational 
inequality, political disenfranchisement, economic 
inequality and the criminal justice system;

• Push for a federal oversight of local police departments 
through means such as a national database of excessive 
force charges against police;

• Aggressively advocate for dramatic changes in the 
training, policies and practices of police departments; 

• Call on greater accountability and transparency of police 
departments through practical and workable means 
such as body-worn cameras by police officers, and the 
investigation and prosecution of officers who have killed 
civilians;

• Investigate and draw attention to serious irregularities in 
the prosecutor’s role in grand jury processes in police-
involved killings, including in Ferguson, Missouri, 
where local lawyers used LDF’s research to file ethics 
complaints and a lawsuit against the prosecutor in the 
case of Michael Brown’s killing;

• Continue to educate community leaders in Ferguson on 
ways to use the political process to improve leadership 
and representation, including the workings of the recall 
process and guidelines for write-in candidates; 

• Provide research and guidance on draft legislation for 
civilian review boards in St. Louis; and

• Serve as a trusted source for local, state, and federal 
government officials on sensitive matters.

Below is a full description of some of LDF’s specific activities and 
impact at the local and national levels: 

LDF Associate Director-Counsel Janai Nelson 
conducts a workshop on political participation for 
community leaders convened by HealSTL.



CHANGING THE MEDIA NARRATIVE

Through rapid response efforts in Staten Island, New York, and 
Ferguson, Missouri, LDF has played a central role in directing the 
public narrative not only on the incidents themselves, but also on 
police violence more broadly. LDF has driven a focus on the systemic 
barriers to equality and the structural reforms needed to transform 
the flawed approach to law enforcement nationally and its impact on 
communities of color. 

LDF’s presence in the media on major outlets including Meet the Press, 
the PBS News Hour, Andrea Mitchell Reports, and The Melissa Harris-
Perry Show; and op-eds in USA Today, Thomson Reuters, and the St. 
Louis-Dispatch (see next page for full list), have informed the public’s 
understanding of police violence and the urgent need for reform.

What happened in Ferguson and Staten Island is greater than the 
killing of individuals. Eric Garner and Michael Brown join a long 
list of African-American men and women who have been senselessly 
killed by law enforcement officers throughout the country. LDF’s 
efforts have raised the critical issues facing communities across 
the country—exposing the systemic racial injustices that plague 
towns like Ferguson across the country; demanding government 
accountability at the local, state and federal level; and challenging 
the culture of policing. 

ADVANCING CHANGE IN 21ST CENTURY POLICING

LDF has submitted testimony to various Congressional committees 
calling for an end to the federal government’s transfer of military 
equipment to law enforcement officers, particularly school police. 
The President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing invited LDF to 
testify during the first Listening Session held on January 13, 2015. 
LDF’s President and Director-Counsel Sherrilyn Ifill recounted 
several incidents of lethal and excessive force exercised by law 
enforcement against African Americans nationwide in 2014 and 
explained how those tragedies betrayed an ethos of explicit and 
implicit racial bias in policing. Given the continuing influence 
of race in all facets of American life, race shapes and informs law 
enforcement officers’ encounters with civilians, transforming routine 
interactions into lethal confrontations. LDF supplemented that 

testimony with a letter to the Task Force advocating for reliance on 
special prosecutors in incidents of police misconduct or excessive 
force, the mandatory collection of data on police use of force, the 
demilitarization of schools, and training on bias-free policing and 
de-escalation of police-citizen encounters.

In January 2015, when the proposed recommendations were 
released, we were especially encouraged by the Task Force’s decision 
to embrace several recommendations advanced in Ms. Ifill’s 
testimony and LDF’s supplemental letter focused on transparency, 
accountability and the legitimacy of law enforcement, including:

• National data collection on incidents of use of force by 
police officers and other civilian-police interactions;

• Independent and external special prosecutors to 
investigate officer-involved shootings, both fatal and 
non-fatal;

• An end to policing practices that require officers to issue 
a predetermined number of tickets, citations, arrests or 
summonses or to initiate investigations for reasons not 
related to public safety; and

• Civilian oversight, demilitarization of police during mass 
demonstrations, training on de-escalation and bias-free 
policing and alternatives to school-based arrests.

Critically, the Task Force also recommended that law enforcement 
agencies “acknowledge the role of policing in past and present 
injustice and discrimination” and “establish a culture of transparency 
and accountability in order to build public trust and legitimacy” in 
an effort to heal the fractured relationship between law enforcement 
and the communities they serve. Perhaps, most telling, is that 
the report quoted Ms. Ifill in its discussion on building trust and 
legitimacy between police and the communities they serve. 

MEETINGS WITH THE U.S. 
DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

Since July 2014, LDF has been in 
frequent conversation with the DOJ 
on both public and more sensitive 
matters requiring a higher degree of 
care and thoughtfulness. Many of these 
interactions have taken place through calls and in-person meetings 
that the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) has called with African-
American leadership organizations on key issues and developmentS, 
such as the DOJ’s decision not to bring federal charges in the killing 
of Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman. 

LDF has been an active and vocal participant in all of these forums 
and was among a select group invited to the White House to 
participate in a convening with the President and other cabinet 
officials on matters relating to police reform and other challenges 
facing the African-American community. LDF has found this 
dialogue essential to the gains that have been made so far and we 
will continue to work with the new leadership in the DOJ to further 
strengthen this accord.



FERGUSON

MICHAEL BROWN KILLING AND PROTESTS

Since the August 2014 killing of unarmed African-American 
teenager Michael Brown by police in Ferguson, LDF staff have 
worked tirelessly to respond to  community protests and the 
disproportionate police response.

LDF has actively engaged with the local community in Ferguson, 
state and local officials, and federal authorities to respond to 
emergent crises, as well as longer-term challenges on the ground. 
Immediately following the killing, LDF issued a letter to the DOJ)
with specific demands for a national database of police killings of 
unarmed civilians, strong incentives for police training on racial bias, 
increased police accountability, and the use of body-worn cameras. 
These demands have framed LDF’s ongoing and frequent discussions 
with federal authorities, which have already begun to bear fruit in the 
form of the White House’s recent allocation of $75 million toward 
the use of body-worn cameras, as part of a $263 million request for 
congressional funding in response to Ferguson. 

LDF forged and has continued to develop an important relationship 
with St. Louis Alderman Antonio French who has taken a leading role 
in the healing process in Ferguson and surrounding communities. 
At his request and on behalf of the Ferguson community, LDF 
conducted an in-person training for local residents on ways to use 
the political process to improve leadership and representation in 
Ferguson, including the workings of the recall process and guidelines 

for write-in candidates. LDF’s work in that capacity is ongoing 
and a first step toward challenging the political infrastructure that 
continues to disserve Ferguson’s African-American residents.   

FERGUSON GRAND JURY INVESTIGATION REVIEW

Following the grand jury proceedings in Ferguson, LDF conducted 
an exhaustive review of the grand jury materials and transcripts. 
LDF engaged with local lawyers and legal experts from Missouri 
(including professors at Washington University Law School and St. 
Louis University School of Law) and across the country. In total, 
seven reviewers spent several weeks reading and analyzing each page 
of the testimony and available materials attendant to the presentation 
of the case to the grand jury.

On January 5, 2015, LDF transmitted a letter to Judge Maura 
McShane of the 21st Judicial Circuit in Missouri requesting that 
the court conduct an appropriate and thorough investigation of 
the grand jury proceedings that resulted in the non-indictment of 
former Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson. Through its extensive 
review of testimony, LDF found that the transcripts of the grand 
jury proceedings revealed questionable prosecutorial tactics that 
compromised the integrity of the proceedings. As LDF’s President 
and Director-Counsel Sherrilyn Ifill explained, “Our review of these 
proceedings has raised grave legal concerns, including knowing 
presentation of false witness testimony, erroneous instructions on 
the law, and preferential treatment of Mr. Wilson by the St. Louis 
County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office. These and other issues raise 
questions about the integrity of the process and the lawfulness of 
the prosecutors’ conduct. This process sets a bad precedent for our 

Just miles from Ferguson, a mother reacts 
to the killing of her son by the police on 
December 23, 2014.



judicial system and diminishes the high standard that stewards of the 
law are supposed to uphold.” 

LDF asked the court to restore public confidence in the St. Louis 
County justice system by conducting an investigation, and taking 
appropriate steps, including convening a new grand jury or 
appointing a special prosecutor pursuant to Missouri law. 

The letter was endorsed by a range of local law organizations in 
Missouri, including the Mound City Bar Association and the 
Ferguson Legal Defense Committee. The Daily Kos called LDF’s case 
“extremely compelling” and a potential “game changer” in the case 
against Darren Wilson. 

While the judge did not respond to the substance of LDF’s request, 
stating that the letter was an ex parte communication, several local 
lawyers used some of LDF’s findings as a template to file ethics 
complaints and a law suit in the same court requesting a special 
prosecutor. 

PROSPECTIVE ELECTION CHALLENGE 
IN FERGUSON AND NEIGHBORING COMMUNITIES

Following LDF’s October publication of Ferguson in Focus, a nine-
page briefing paper analyzing the political, social, and economic 
conditions surrounding the life of Michael Brown, LDF has also 
begun an in-depth examination of the Ferguson community through 
the lenses of educational inequality, political disenfranchisement, 
economic inequality and the criminal justice system, areas in which 
LDF has rooted its advocacy in support of African-American and 
other marginalized communities throughout our 75-year history.

Ferguson in Focus has become an invaluable resource for LDF as 
it works to advance critical reform through legal channels and for 
other organizations and individuals who seek a deeper, contextual 
understanding of the underlying causes of recent events in Ferguson. 

As a result of the ineffective elected officials in Ferguson, LDF has 
begun an investigation into the structure of local government in 
this suburb and is considering potential litigation to challenge the 
existing structure of government and enable greater participation of 
the Ferguson’s African-American population. 

Racial disparities also plague other cities in Missouri.  In letters signed 
by LDF, the Missouri NAACP, the Mound City Bar Association, 
the Black Leadership Roundtable, and Clergy United, LDF urged 
city leaders of four communities (Florissant, St. Ann, Hazelwood, 
and University City in St. Louis County, Missouri), to take action 
to increase the representation of African-Americans on the City 
Councils and in the police departments of each of these four cities.  
LDF underscored that the lack of African-American representation 
in city government is likely the result of these cities’ failure to draw 
sufficient numbers of majority-minority districts in violation of the 
Voting Rights Act and the one-person-one-vote principle.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND EDUCATION 

In addition, LDF’s community organizers worked with local 
activists and youth leaders in the ongoing protests in Ferguson and 
elsewhere, conducting “Know Your Rights” trainings, speaking at 
rallies, serving as crowd marshals, and providing jail support for 
those arrested in connection with the protests. LDF has also forged 
an important relationship with St. Louis Alderman Antonio French, 
who has taken a leading role in the healing process in Ferguson and 
surrounding communities. At his request, on behalf of the Ferguson 
community, on October 20, 2014, LDF Associate Director-Counsel 
Janai Nelson conducted an in-person training for local residents 
convened by a community organization known as HealSTL. The 
workshop focused on ways to use the political process to improve 
leadership and representation in Ferguson, including the workings 
of the recall process and guidelines for write-in candidates. LDF’s 
work in that capacity is ongoing and a first step toward examining, 
and potentially challenging, the political infrastructure that continue 
to disserve Ferguson’s African-American residents. 

Before deploying attorneys to Ferguson, LDF sent community organizers Lumumba 
Bandele (center) and Marquis Jenkins (right), along with Janai Nelson, LDF Associate 
Director-Counsel, and former Communications Associate Jennifer Parker, to work with 
local residents on a community response to the killing of Michael Brown.



NEW YORK

NON-INDICTMENT OF OFFICER PANTALEO FOR  CHOKEHOLD 
DEATH OF ERIC GARNER 

When the grand jury decision not to indict Staten Island police officer 
Daniel Pantaleo in the choking death of Eric Garner, an unarmed 
African-American man from Staten Island, was announced on 
December 3, 2014, LDF denounced the decision and immediately 
assessed the response of local and state officials. Late last year, in 
December 2014, LDF supported New York Attorney General Eric 
T. Schneiderman’s request to investigate cases involving unarmed 
civilians killed by police officers. LDF continues to demand that 
New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio, and New York City Police 
Commissioner Bill Bratton scrutinize and correct the training, 
policies and practices of the NYPD. In addition, we have asked DOJ 
to open an investigation into the use of force policies and practices of 
the NYPD and, specifically, the killing of Eric Garner. 

PUBLIC HOUSING SHOOTING OF AKAI GURLEY 
AND INDICTMENT OF OFFICER LIANG 

Through its connections to local communities, LDF secured a 
meeting with a family member of Akai Gurley, an unarmed African-
American male who was shot in the stairwell of a public housing 
project in Brooklyn in November 2014. Since then, LDF has been 
solicited for general guidance on a possible civil suit arising out of 
these events, because of our visibility on policing issues. 

When the indictment of the Asian-American officer was announced 
in Mr. Gurley’s case in February of this year, LDF carefully navigated 
the charged reactions that included protests from from New York’s 
Asian-American community. Through our community-based 
contacts, LDF tried to forge alliances among the various minority 
constituencies affected by the indictment decision and encouraged 
an open dialogue on these issues. LDF also lifted up the positive 
role of Brooklyn District Attorney Ken Thompson in securing an 
indictment in this case, when so many prosecutors across the county 
have failed in this regard.  LDF will continue to closely monitor 
the Gurley case, including the delicate tensions among New York’s 
diverse communities. 

In a related matter, LDF has worked since 2010 on a case seeking to 
protect the rights of residents of public housing in New York City 

who have complained of widespread harassment by the police.   On  
January 8, 2015, a preliminary agreement was reached to end the 
New York City Police Department’s (NYPD) improper and unlawful 
enforcement of criminal trespass laws in public housing, commonly 
called Stop-and-Frisk. This settlement will resolve Davis v. City of 
New York, a five-year-old federal class-action lawsuit brought by 
individual residents and guests of New York City Housing Authority 
(NYCHA) residences. The case is on behalf of a plaintiff class that 
challenged the NYPD’s unlawful policy and practice of routinely 
stopping and arresting NYCHA residents and guests without 
reasonable suspicion or probable cause of illegal conduct in a racially 
discriminatory manner. 

In addition, LDF has been able to leverage its recent successful 
settlement against the City on the unlawful use of stops and arrests 
in public housing as a means of bringing greater visibility to issues 
facing public housing residents.

NYPD OFFICER KILLINGS

When two police officers were tragically killed in New York City on 
December 20, 2014, LDF roundly condemned the shooting. In that 
moment where the movement for police reform faced derailment 
by these tragic events, LDF led the way in keeping the focus on the 
continued need for police reform and the isolated nature of the officer 
killings. These events further strained relations between the New 
York Police Department (NYPD), New York communities of color, 
and local government officials, which LDF carefully monitored. 
LDF is continuing to work to forge deeper relationships and more 
open communication with local officials in New York, including 
Mayor Bill de Blasio and Police Commissioner Bill Bratton.  

 

CONCLUSION
With dedicated resources provided by the Rapid Response Fund, LDF 
has been able to harness the potential of critical incidents and turn 
these challenging events into opportunities for transformation. LDF 
has been the source of a compelling narrative about the underlying 
systemic inequalities that are the precursor for these incidents, and 
a respected advocate for meaningful change. In this way, LDF will 
continue to engage meaningfully in emerging civil rights controversies 
in which our expertise and skills are particularly needed and to advance 
a modern framework for racial justice and equity with the essential 
support of the RRF. 



SELECT MEDIA

Op-eds

Christina Swarns, American Constitution Society Blog, Modern-Day Racial Justice Mantras Evoke Historic Struggles (February 13, 2015)
Vincent Southerland, St. Louis Dispatch, Addressing the Scourge of Police Violence (November 25, 2014)
Janai Nelson, Reuters, Missouri Governor Declares State of Emergency, (November 24, 2014)
Sherrilyn Ifill, USA Today, Ferguson’s Challenge Goes Well Beyond Race (November 20, 2014)

Print

Sherrilyn Ifill, Los Angeles Times, Legal Group Asks for New Grand Jury (January 8, 2015)
Sherrilyn Ifill, New York Daily News, Preliminary Settlement to End Stop and Frisk (January 8, 2015)
Janai Nelson, New York Times, Many Voices After Grand Jury Decision in Eric Garner Choking Death (December 3, 2014)
Sherrilyn Ifill, Politico, White House Meeting Following Ferguson Verdict (December 1, 2014) 
Janai Nelson, U.S. News & World Report, Five Hopeful Outcomes from Tragedy in Ferguson (November 24, 2014)

Television 
  
Sherrilyn Ifill, CBS Face the Nation with Bob Schieffer, Selma, Civil Rights and Policing (February 15, 2015) 
Sherrilyn Ifill, Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell, MSNBC, Complaint Filed Against St. Louis Prosecutors (January 7, 2015) 
Sherrilyn Ifill, CBS Evening News, President Obama and Race (December 24, 2014) 
Sherrilyn Ifill, George Stephanopoulos, ABC News, Town Hall Forum to Discuss Race & Justice in America (December 10, 2014)
Janai Nelson, Melissa Harris-Perry MSNBC, Ferguson’s Free Speech Reverberations (December 6, 2014)
Christina Swarns, NBC Nightly News with Brian Williams, No Indictment Decision of Eric Garner (December 4, 2014)
Christina Swarns, Andrea Mitchell Reports MSNBC, DOJ Options in Choking Death of Eric Garner (December 4, 2014) 
Sherrilyn Ifill, Meet the Press, Ferguson & Race Relations (November 30, 2014)
Sherrilyn Ifill, CNN State of the Union w/ Candy Crowley, Ferguson From Moment to Movement (November 24, 2014)
Janai Nelson, C-Span, Civil Rights Groups in Support of Obama Executive Order (November 21, 2014)

Radio

Vincent Southerland, St. Louis Public Radio, Grand Jury Proceedings Investigation Request (January 22, 2015) 
Sherrilyn Ifill, Diane Rehm Show, Panel on NYPD Officers Shooting (December 22, 2014)
Janai Nelson, Diane Rehm Show, Prospects for Change in Ferguson (December 1, 2014)
Sherrilyn Ifill, Diane Rehm Show, Prosecutor Role in Ferguson (November 25, 2014) 
Vincent Southerland, Keep Hope Alive with Jesse Jackson, Policing (November 23, 2014) 

Public Testimonies/Briefings

Sherrilyn Ifill, President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing (January 12, 2015) 
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