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Abstract

• Report by attorney and former Seattle public safety advisor examines 
Seattle police computer-aided dispatch (CAD) data showing all police 
responses from 2010 through the present. 

• The purpose of this report is to bring critical data on requests for 
police services into the ongoing police staffing dialogue.

• This report was sponsored by Change Washington, a 501(c)(4) 
organization focused on advancing common sense governance built 
around smart growth, public safety, government accountability and 
good governance throughout Washington state.

• Full report available online at www.youcalltheyrespond.org
• The principal data for this report comes from the Seattle Police 

Department and is publicly available at https://data.seattle.gov/Public-
Safety/Call-Data/
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Key Findings
1. The best way to thoughtfully examine police staffing starts with data on requests for police services 

made by the residents, visitors, employees, and businesses of Seattle. In 2019, there were 286,127 
Priority 1, 2, or 3 police responses, representing 96% of all dispatched police responses and 97% 
of patrol officer time. The total number of Priority 1-2-3 police responses has steadily increased 
over the past decade while police staffing has remained flat. This time next year, police staffing will 
be at its lowest level since 2008, according to SPD. 

2. Police responses for the most serious criminal offenses have increased significantly over the past 
decade, including: 50% increase in Priority 1 police responses; 47% increase in assault responses; 
47% increase in burglary responses; 80% increase in domestic violence responses; 44% increase in 
shots fired and/or weapons responses; and a 70% increase in police responses to reports of rape. 

3. Data shows that residents of Seattle’s most diverse neighborhoods request police services at a 
much higher per capita rate compared to residents of Seattle’s least diverse neighborhoods. The 
report compares the 11 police beats with the highest percentage of BIPOC residents to the 11 
police beats with the highest percentage of white residents (excluding Downtown, Capitol Hill, the 
University area, and SODO because of their unique characteristics). The majority-BIPOC communities
call 911 for a Priority 1 response 82% more often; they call 911 for Priority 1-2-3 responses 58% 
more often; and they receive police services for the most serious victim crimes 114% more often.
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Conclusions
1. The main function of Seattle’s police force is responding to the 700+ requests for police services per day from 

the residents, visitors, employees, and businesses of our city. These requests are often for life-threatening 
situations, including suicide attempts (10 per day avg.), assaults (27 per day avg.), and car accidents (37 per day 
avg.). Police staffing should be designed to appropriately meet the actual demand for police services. Cuts to the 
number of police officers directly translates to cutting police services requested by the community.

2. Police leaders like former Chief Carmen Best have told the City of Seattle for years that the Department is 
stretched too thin, that the same number or fewer officers are responding to more demands for police services. 
The data on ten years of police activity verifies that police are responding to significantly more calls for service –
particularly the most time-consuming, dangerous, and complex Priority 1 calls – with fewer officers than they had a 
decade ago. Interim Chief Adrian Diaz has already begun the harsh but necessary step of cannibalizing critical 
investigative units (like child trafficking, fraud, and identity theft) in order to avoid further degradation of 
officers’ ability to respond to Priority 1 calls for service. Cuts to essential services will accelerate in 2021 as the 
staffing crisis deepens. 

3. Neighborhoods with the largest BIPOC representation request the most police services and will therefore be 
disproportionately harmed by Council’s cuts to those services. The narrative pushed by Councilmember Morales 
and Councilmember Sawant, along with advocacy groups like King County Equity Now and Decriminalize Seattle, 
is that policing is harmful to BIPOC communities and does not aid in providing safety. Ten years of data on calls 
to police and police responses tells a different story. The data shows that cuts to police services will negatively 
impact the residents of Delridge, South Park, and the Rainier Valley much more than those living in Queen Anne, 
Magnolia, and Madison Park. That may be why, according to recent polling, 67% of persons of color in Seattle 
oppose efforts to defund the police even as they hold concerns about being subject to police violence. 
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Police Respond to 
Over 700 Incidents 
Every Day
• Seattle uses a computer-aided dispatch (CAD) system to prioritize 

calls for service and determine the officers available to respond. 
Virtually all calls for service and officer patrol activity is accounted for 
in the CAD system available online at https://data.seattle.gov. 

• In 2019, Seattle Police responded on average to 784 Priority 1-2-3 
events per day, everything from assault and burglary to motor vehicle 
accidents and suicide attempts. 

• When the residents, visitors, employees, and businesses of Seattle 
contact the police seeking assistance, those calls are immediately 
given an “Initial Call Type” designation (e.g., ASLT – DV – IP/JO = a 
domestic violence assault that is either in progress or just occurred). 

• Once officers arrive, the incident will be assigned a “Final Call Type” 
that may differ from the initial call type. For example, if officers
respond to a shots fired call but do not find shell casings or bullet
damage, they code the final call type as “Disturbance – other” and 
will not file a police report. 

• Initial Call Type provides the best view into what people actually call
the police for, and what officers think they are responding to when 
they are dispatched to a scene, regardless of how the matter was 
resolved.

• Note that a single police response (CAD event) may involve multiple 
officers. Many serious incidents (e.g., an assault in progress) involve 
2-4 officers responding. The most serious incidents (e.g., fatality 
drunk driving accident with blocking traffic) may have over a dozen 
officers respond to the single event for several hours.
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78% of Police 
Responses Originate as 
Calls from the Public
• 48% of police responses are initiated 

when someone calls 911 and speaks to 
a communications dispatcher. 

• Another 30% of dispatched responses
originate with a call to an SPD non-
emergency phone number or other 
telephone reporting. 

• The remaining calls are triggered by
alarms (commercial building, bank,
residential) or in-person reporting

• 17% of police incident responses start 
with an officer “onview” – an officer 
witnessing an incident (e.g., DUI, 
reckless driving, trespass) and 
immediately responding. 

Origin of Priority 1-2-3 Police Responses

911 Calls Other Telephone
Onview Alarm
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Priority 1-2-3 
Incidents Are 96% of 
Police Responses
• 96% of police responses are Priority 1-2-3. 

Nuisance matters like noise complaints are 
Priority 4 and represent under 4% of officer 
responses and 2% of officer time.

• Priority 1 is reserved for potentially life –
threatening emergencies, e.g., assault or 
shooting in progress, burglary in progress, 
serious injury accidents, aiding the Fire 
Department in one of their calls, etc. Police 
staffing aims to be able to respond to 90% 
of P1 calls in the city within 7 minutes. In 
2019, there were 48,884 P1 police 
responses.

• Priority 2 includes responding to serious 
completed crimes (e.g., an assault that has 
occurred but where the threat has abated) 
and many incidents involving an urgent issue 
but not a dire emergency. Police target time 
for P2 response is 15 minutes. In 2019, 
there were 103,540 P2 police responses.

• Priority 3 includes many property crimes and 
other issues that may include a victim waiting 
but are not urgent (e.g., stolen vehicle, burglary 
report). In 2019, there were 133,703 P3 police 
responses citywide.

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Priority 1

Priority 2

Priority 3

Unique CAD Events Thousands

2019 Police Responses by Priority Type
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By September 2021, 
SPD Projects It Will 
Have 1,238 Officers, 
the Least Since 2008
• In 2010, Seattle had 1,330 fully-trained 

officers. 

• At the end of 2020, the city had 1,295 
fully-trained officers and was facing 
record attrition rates.

• In 2021, with Council’s cuts to the Seattle
Police budget, and following attrition that 
many officers connect to a loss in 
confidence in city leaders, SPD projects 
that it will have 1,238 fully-trained 
officers in Sept. 2021 – the fewest 
officers Seattle has had since 2008. 

• Approximately half of SPD officers work in 
the Patrol unit responding to calls. The 
other half work in investigative units 
(homicide, burglary, Internet Crimes 
against Children, etc.) or specialty units 
(Harbor Patrol, traffic enforcement, SWAT, 
etc.)
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Police Response 
Example 1: Homicide 
on Beacon Hill,
11/30/20 

• Seattle Police received a 911 call at 
2:28am reporting a person shot. (One of 
more than a dozen shots fired reports on 
11/30/20).

• The call was given Priority 1 status and 
multiple officers were dispatched to the 
scene from across the South Precinct.

• The first officers arrived on scene in under 
5 minutes from when the call was
received.

• The single CAD event likely accounted for 
up to 20 total patrol officer-hours (8-12 
officers for at least 2 hours each, 
depending on the complexity of the crime 
scene and leads on a suspect). That does 
not include the hours of the investigative 
unit and CSI team that arrived on scene.
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Police Response 
Example 2: Hit and Run 
of Pedestrian with 
Serious Injuries, 
11/28/20

• Seattle Police received a 911 call 
reporting a hit and run of a pedestrian 
on Martin Luther King Jr. Way S.

• The call was dispatched as a Priority 1
and the first officers arrived in under
five minutes. The victim was seriously 
injured according to police.

• Multiple officers were required to assist
the victim, secure the scene, seek the 
suspect driver, and block and reroute 
traffic on a major arterial for 2 hours 
while traffic investigators took pictures 
and sought evidence in order to allow 
for criminal charges. 

Analysis of Calls for Service to Seattle Police 10



Police Responses for 
Major Criminal Call 
Types in 2019

Initial Call Type Total # of 
Police 

Responses

Average # of 
Responses Per 

Day

Theft/fraud/shoplift* 17,055 47

Trespass 13,204 36

Domestic Violence 12,616 35

Assault 10,657 29

Burglary 10,557 29

Fight 5,690 16

Auto Theft 4,870 13

Shots/Weapons 3,664 10

Robbery 1,776 5

Harassment 1,703 5

Arson/Reckless Burning 741 2

Rape 579 1.6

• To the right are many of the most common crimes 
reported, according to “Initial Call Type.” Once 
officers respond to the incident, they record a “Final 
Call Type” that may differ from the initial. 

• In some cases, the final call type will elevate the 
seriousness of the incident (e.g., disturbance report 
is found to be a DV assault). And in other cases the 
call may be downgraded (e.g., a burglary call turns 
out to be a false report). For staffing purposes, the 
Initial Call Type is what determines seriousness of 
the response (how many officers and how fast).

• As seen in the following pages, the volume of these 
crimes is fairly consistent year-to-year – the volume 
may rise or drop, but rarely over 10% in a single 
year. That means it’s possible to estimate with a fair 
degree of confidence the volume of calls for service 
that Seattle police will receive for each major crime 
category in 2021 (not factoring in a once-a-century 
pandemic). 

• From a planning perspective, the City of Seattle 
should expect that Seattle will need police responses 
to between 10,000 and 11,000 reported assault 
incidents in 2021, for example.

• *Note: the theft/fraud/shoplift category only includes 
CAD events that receive a police response. The great 
majority of shoplifts, car prowls, and other thefts do 
not get a police response.

Analysis of Calls for Service to Seattle Police 11



Police Responses for 
Major Non-Criminal 
Call Types in 2019

Initial Call Type Total # of 
Police 

Responses

Average # of 
Responses Per 

Day

Motor Vehicle Collision 13,413 37

Down Person 5,272 14

Detox Request 4,467 12

Assist Seattle Fire (P1) 4,297 12

Person in Behavioral Crisis 4,235 12

Suicide/Attempt 4,064 11

Missing Person 1,485 4

Overdose 1,483 4

Dead Body (DOA) 882 2.4

• An essential service Seattle police provide is 
responding to a wide variety of non-criminal 
matters.

• Many of those incidents specifically require 
police under state law (e.g., police must 
screen every death for foul play before a 
body can be released).

• Motor vehicle accidents often require police 
for a variety of reasons (e.g., to keep the 
scene safe if it is blocking traffic; to assess 
liability if there are injuries or serious 
damage; or to screen drivers for intoxicants).

• In other non-criminal matters, police are
requested to play a supporting security role. 
For example, Seattle police respond to an 
average of 12 requests per day to aid the 
Seattle Fire Department with their service 
calls for security reasons. 

• In some circumstances, like for overdoses, 
SPD may be dispatched concurrently with 
SFD because they may be able to arrive 
faster. That is one reason SPD officers now 
carry Narcan, an anti-opioid overdose 
medicine.
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Police Respond to 
Many Incidents Where 
the Nature of the Call Is
Vague Until Arrival

Initial Call Type Total # of 
Police 

Responses 
(2019)

Average # of 
Police 

Responses Per 
Day

Suspicious Person, Vehicle, 
or Incident

22,258 61

Disturbance/Miscellaneous/
Other 

20,302 56

Nuisance - Mischief 10,532 28

• Many calls for service describe a 
problem that may or may not be clear 
to the caller or dispatcher. For 
example, a neighbor might hear 
unusual yelling in the apartment next 
door and call 911. Those calls are 
often logged as the catch-all initial call 
type “disturbance.” When an officer 
arrives, they sometimes find a burglary 
or domestic violence assault. But other 
times they find that it was a 
misunderstanding and that no police 
action is appropriate. 

• 75% of “Disturbance/Miscellaneous” 
calls come direct through 911
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50% Increase in 
Priority 1 Police 
Responses in Past 
Decade
• Priority 1 responses means officers traveling at 

high speed with “lights and sirens” to arrive at 
a scene as fast as possible. The risk that poses 
to the officers themselves and to the general 
public is only supposed to be warranted by the 
severity of the call. 

• When a dispatcher assigns a call P1 status, they 
are making a seasoned judgment that there is a 
serious criminal or life-threatening matter that
requires emergency response. 

• As a category, these calls are the most 
dangerous for officers and often the most 
complex, sometimes requiring significant on-
scene investigation and report writing.

• 2019 - 48,884 P1 police responses

• 2010 – 32,720 P1 police responses

• The increase in P1 police responses is reflected 
in major increases in police responses for 
assault, burglary, and other serious crime 
categories, as explored in the following pages.
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47% Increase in 
Assault Responses

• 2019 had 10,657 police responses 
to assault reports, including 
assaults in progress and DV 
assaults. 

• Actions taken included: 679 
physical arrests made; 5,585 
report written (may result in 
charges being filed); 1,594 
incidents with assistance 
rendered but no report
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47% Increase in 
Burglary Reports

• 2019 – 10,557 P1-2-3 burglary 
responses

• 2010 – 7,188 P1-2-3 burglary 
responses
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80% Increase in 
Police Responses for 
Domestic Violence 
Assault
• 2020 on track to have record number of 

police responses for domestic violence 
response (projection based on data 
through 11/30/20).

• 2019 – 2,511 Domestic Violence Assault –
(either initial call type ASLT – DV or ASLT 
– IP/JO – DV).

• 722 resulted in an immediate arrest.

• 1,379 resulted in a report written 
(which are filed with the City Attorney’s 
Office and may lead to charges being 
filed). 

• 159 resulted in assistance rendered. 0
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Auto Theft-Related 
Incidents On Track to 
Exceed 5,600 in 2020
• Based on 11 months of data, there will 

likely exceed 5,600 police responses to 
auto thefts in 2021.
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44% Increase in 
Police Responses to 
Shots Fired and 
Weapons Incidents
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70% Increase in 
Police Responses to 
Reports of Rape
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Steady Number of 
Police Responses to 
Robbery Reports
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17,000 Theft, Fraud, 
and Shoplift 
Responses (Excluding 
Major Retailers)
• 2019 saw meaningful decline in total 

number or theft, fraud, and shoplift reports 
but there are many reasons to question 
whether that decline is because of less theft 
or less reporting. For example, the largest 
retail victim of theft substantially stopped 
reporting theft cases in 2019.

• This data only tracks theft and shoplift cases 
that triggered a police response. Police do 
not respond to the majority of theft cases 
that are reported to the police. 

• That is one of the reasons that, according to 
retailers, most theft goes unreported. 

• 2020 should see a significant decline in 
police response to theft cases because of 
pandemic-related closures and restrictions. 
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In Total, Priority 1-2-3 
Police Responses Have 
Increased 24% in 
Past Decade 
• In 2019, there 286,123 police responses 

to P1-2-3 CAD events.

• In 2010, there were 230,166 P1-2-3 
police responses.

• SPD changed computer systems in 2008-
09, so any data before 2010 is difficult to 
compare.

• Most of this analysis concludes with 2019
for two reasons: first, it is the last full-year 
of data available; and second, 2020 
police response data will be lower in 
many categories because of COVID. For 
example, the temporary closure of many 
businesses means fewer theft reports. 
Planning for police staffing should 
anticipate the end of the pandemic in 
2021 and a return to pre-COVID levels of 
requests for police services. 
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More Diverse 
Neighborhoods 
Request Significantly
More Police Services

• Detailed demographic statistics on 
diversity in Seattle’s neighborhoods 
suggests that neighborhoods with 
higher diversity seek police services 
significantly more often as explored 
in the following pages.

• Seattle has 114 census tract areas
as reflected in the Seattle Times 
data. The most recent census 
demographic data is from 2018.

• Seattle police beats are designed 
around equalizing the approximate 
number of calls for service, not 
around population.

• Demographic diversity index at
right created by Seattle Times 
based on 2018 census data.
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Sorting by Race 
Identifies the Most and 
Least Diverse Police 
Beats
• Seattle has 51 police beats covering the city. 

For this analysis, all police beats are sorted 
by the percentage of white population in 
those beats according to 2018 census data. 

• The top 11 beats with the highest % white 
population are compared to the 11 beats 
with the lowest % white population. The 
individual non-white census categories are 
aggregated to create a % BIPOC total. Note: 
because some multi-racial individuals are 
counted by the census in two race categories 
the figures may exceed 100% in some beats.

• The selected beats are generally comparable 
in their mix of residential and commercial 
activities (i.e., both Q2, Queen Anne, and R1, 
Beacon Hill, have a mix of neighborhood 
commercial zones, multi-family housing, and 
single-family housing).

• Beats covering Downtown, Capitol Hill, the 
University of Washington area, and SODO are 
excluded because of significantly higher rates 
of commercial activity or other unique 
characteristics (i.e., large numbers of 
transient employees or visitors and fewer 
residents).
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82% More Calls to 911 
for Priority 1 Police 
Response from 
Residents of Most 
Diverse Neighborhoods
• In 2019, the 11 least diverse police beats got a 

P1 response to a 911 call at an average per 
capita rate of .02964.

• The 11 most diverse police beats got a P1 
response to a 911 call at an average per capita 
rate of .05391.

• The per capita rate of emergency P1 police 
response was 82% higher for the most diverse 
neighborhoods in this comparison.

• Restricting this data set to 911 calls eliminates 
proactive policing activity which could be greater 
in the most diverse neighborhoods. 

• Limiting the data to P1 also filters out potential 
effects of white people who might call the police 
to report “suspicious” activity involving BIPOC 
neighbors. P1 responses are carefully restricted to
the most serious incidents where a dispatcher has
a solid basis to believe there is a serious crime or 
life-threatening emergency. 
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114% More Police 
Responses for the Most 
Serious Crimes in 
Largest BIPOC 
Neighborhoods
• Because P1 responses include non-criminal 

call-types like overdose or serious injury 
accident, I also analyzed police responses 
limited to just the most common serious 
criminal acts as reported through initial call 
type: assault, robbery, carjacking, rape, shots 
fired, weapons, and residential burglary in-
progress. 

• In 2019, the 11 least diverse police beats 
had an average police response rate to these 
offenses of .01264 per capita.

• The 11 most diverse police beats had an
average police response rate to these 
offenses of .02709 – 114% higher. 
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58% More P1-2-3 
Police Responses to 
911 Calls from Most 
Diverse Neighborhoods
• Overall, neighborhoods with the largest 

BIPOC populations call police for all 
P1-2-3 police services 58% more often 
on a per capita basis.

• In 2019, the 11 least diverse police 
beats received a police response to P1-
2-3 911 calls at a per capita rate of 
0.1136. 

• The 11 most diverse police beats
received a police response to P1-2-3 
911 calls at a per capita rate of 
0.1791.

• In other words, the largest BIPOC
neighborhoods made 58% more calls
to 911 requesting police services than 
the least diverse neighborhoods. 
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Higher Rates of
Requests for Police
Services Also
Correspond to Other 
Socioeconomic 
Disadvantages
• The City of Seattle compiles a long list of factors to

create a “Social Equity Composite Index” in order to 
identify the most disadvantaged neighborhoods in 
the city. 

• The neighborhoods identified in the top quintile of 
the index (most disadvantaged) largely correspond to 
the neighborhoods with substantially higher requests 
for police services, as analyzed above. 

• Some of the factors tracked in the index include:
income below 200% of poverty level, obesity rates,
health indexes, English-language learner, and 
educational attainment.

• In short, the racial disparity in calls for service to 
police also applies to other socio-economic 
disadvantages. The most disadvantaged 
neighborhoods call for, and receive, police services at 
much higher rates per capita. 
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Analysis of Racial 
Disparities in Calls for 
Service in West Seattle
• This analysis compares compare police 

responses in West Seattle where police beats 
closely align to different neighborhood 
demographics. 

• West Seattle (the Southwest precinct) is 
divided into two sectors: William and Frank, 
each with three beats.

• William Sector encompasses the western and 
northern geography and had a population of 
64,418 as of 2018, according to census 
data. Approximately 80% of the residents of 
these neighborhoods are white. 

• Frank Sector encompasses the uplands and 
interior areas toward the Duwamish river, 
including Delridge, White Center, and South 
Park. Its 2018 population was 35,296. The 
overall area is under 50% white and includes 
individual neighborhoods with a less than 
25% white population. 
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The More Diverse 
Areas of West Seattle 
Seek and Receive Over 
80% More Police 
Responses Per Capita

William
Sector

Frank
Sector

Per 
Capita 
Diff.

Population 64,418 35,296

P123 Responses 14,678 14,616 80%

P1 911 Calls 1949 1954 83%

P123 Most Serious crimes 475 631 142%

• Frank sector, which has a significantly 
more diverse population than William 
sector had 80% more police responses 
per capita, including 83% more 911 calls 
that receive a priority 1 response, in 
2019.

• The difference is even greater for just the
most serious victim crimes (assault,
robbery, carjacking, rape, shots, weapons, 
and residential burglary in progress). 
Frank sector had 142% more police 
responses for these serious victim crimes 
than William sector in 2019.

• The higher rate of incidents and police 
responses per capita for Frank Sector 
holds true for each of the most serious 
crime types.
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Polling Shows that 
Seattle Voters of Color 
Do Not Support 
Defunding the Police
• The poll found that more voters of color (67%) 

are opposed to defunding the police than 
white voters (58%) (see right). 

• That is consistent with national polling
conducted by Gallup in July 2020, at the 
height of the justice for George Floyd protests, 
showing that 81% of African-Americans want 
to maintain the same amount of police in their 
neighborhood or have more, even as they 
remain fearful that their encounters with police 
will not end well.
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Poll of Seattle Voters
Conducted by EMC Research, Oct. 2020



Closing

The last five months of debate about policing and police staffing in 
Seattle has been missing one critical thing – meaningful data about 
when, where, and why Seattle residents, visitors, employees, and 
businesses seek police services. That data is not a mystery. In fact, it’s 
available at our fingertips – millions of records of police responses that 
run the gamut from the mundane to the mortal. Those records make 
clear that our community’s demands for police services are increasing –
a lot. And not for nuisance calls; rather, for the kinds of “lights and 
sirens” emergencies that most of us hope to never experience but 
Seattle police officers run toward every day. Hopefully, this analysis will 
inform the debate so that the public, and councilmembers themselves, 
are aware what police services are on the line and who will be most 
impacted when they are taken away.  
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