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Across New Jersey, police officers reported using force in about one out of every 30 
arrests. 
 
Yet some departments were far more likely to use force than others. 
 
There are a lot of reasons for police to use painful holds, baton strikes or pepper spray, 
and the numbers alone don’t tell the whole story. 
 
But a 16-month-long investigation by NJ Advance Media found New Jersey's system for 
tracking police force is broken, with no statewide collection or analysis of the data, little 
oversight by state officials and no standard practices among local departments. 
 
So we ran the numbers, collecting and analyzing virtually every use-of-force report 
created by New Jersey police officers from 2012 through 2016 to determine which 
departments reported using force the most. 
 
We then compared two things: the arrests that each department reported to state police 
from that same five-year period, and the number of incidents in which officers 
documented using force. 
 
The comparison showed that, on average, force is used in a little more than 3 percent of 
all arrests. Some departments reported using force at twice that number – or more. 
 
Neither number is perfect. Several departments, for example, said their arrest numbers 
are not representative of the actual number of people they detain because certain types of 
arrests are not publicly reported. Interviews with police chiefs also revealed 
disagreements across the state about when an officer should fill out a use-of-force report. 
 
Each department was asked for comment. We included responses from the 15 
departments that replied.  
 
A NOTE ABOUT THE DATA: The number of incidents is not the same thing as the 
number of times force was used. If three cops tackled one suspect, for example, we only 
counted that as one incident. There were also some cases we didn’t count at all, like 
times officers killed crippled deer. 
 



NJ Advance Media compiled the arrest numbers from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report, 
which collects the data from the State Police, and is the only comprehensive arrest 
database for the state. Percentages were rounded up to the nearest tenth. 
 
 
25. Barrington, Camden County 
57 incidents where force was used 
949 reported arrests 
6 percent of arrests used force 
 
24. Hopatcong, Sussex County 
111 incidents where force was used 
1,807 reported arrests 
6.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
23. Beverly, Burlington County 
38 incidents where force was used 
606 reported arrests 
6.3 percent of arrests used force 
 
Rich Wolbert, the city administrator and public safety director, said that Beverly’s arrest 
numbers were only part of the picture because many officer interactions never resulted in 
an arrest. 
 
However, he wrote in an email that although Beverly is often considered suburban, “we 
had our fair share of urban issues.” He wrote that an uptick in drug and gun activity in 
2016 in particular had necessitated some “hands on” arrests. 
 
Within the database, at least a half-dozen people were specifically charged with drug or 
weapons-related offenses, and several were charged with assault. Variations of resisting 
arrest or disorderly conduct were the most common charges. 
 
Wolbert also wrote that the number of incidents involving force had dropped last year. 
(That number cannot be independently verified within The Force Report database, 
because 2016 is the last complete year of data.) 
 
22. West New York, Hudson County 
277 incidents where force was used 
4,377 reported arrests 
6.3 percent of arrests used force 
 
 
 
 
 
 



21. Cresskill, Bergen County 
24 incidents where force was used 
374 reported arrests 
6.4 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Edward Wrixon said his department's higher rate stemmed primarily from a stretch 
when the department documented every instance an officer came into physical contact 
with somebody, regardless of the details. “We’ve since backed away from that,” he said, 
“because when you simply touch somebody, that’s not a use of force.” 
 
Cresskill hit a five-year high of nine use-of-force instances in 2015, a number that fell by 
more than half the next year, according to the reports. About a third of all incidents 
involved just some form of restraint, the lowest level of force, but those forms do not go 
into detail about what individual restraints looked like. 
 
Wrixon also said the department had improved how it handles and reviews force over the 
past few years, as a result of going through the New Jersey State Association of Chiefs of 
Police national accreditation process. 
 
“It’s been night and day with how the police department was versus how it is,” he said. 
 
20. Woodlynne, Camden County 
37 incidents where force was used 
564 reported arrests 
6.6 percent of arrests used force 
 
Edwin Figueroa, Woodlynne’s director of public safety, was reassured about how the 
department had used force because he said there were few complaints, no reported 
hospitalizations and the majority of incidents (65 percent) involved forms of restraint and 
not more serious types of force. 
 
He also said one rookie cop had filled out several reports when he shouldn’t have because 
of a misinterpretation of what constituted “force.” Officer Charles Amicone did report 
using restraints a dozen times over several years, but the forms don’t give details about 
each restraint. 
 
Ultimately, Figueroa said, he believed any comparison to other departments was flawed 
because the forms were too subjective. 
 
“It doesn’t explain enough of the actions of the officer,” he said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



19. Stanhope, Sussex County 
39 incidents where force was used 
584 reported arrests 
6.7 percent of arrests used force 
 
Most of the times that Stanhope officers used force, they used what’s known as a 
“compliance hold,” which often means twisting somebody’s wrist behind their back. It is 
considered the lowest level of force. Only a handful of cases involved pepper spray, and 
there were no documented batons or guns. All of that showed a high level of training and 
“admirable restraint,” said Chief Steven Pittigher. 
 
18. Roselle, Union County 
199 incidents where force was used 
2,968 reported arrests 
6.7 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Brian Barnes said a combination of several nightclubs and facilities for adults with 
special needs had created situations where officers had to use force. He also said the 
county prosecutor’s office had reviewed his department's use-of-force reports and did not 
flag any problems. (Mark Spivey, a spokesman for the Union County prosecutor, 
confirmed in an email that a review of Roselle’s reports from 2015 through September of 
this year had not flagged any “actionable issues.”) 
 
But Barnes is still considering how the department used force. 
 
“I’m looking at everything,” said Barnes, who was sworn in earlier this year. “I don’t 
want a department that has a high use of force for any reason.” 
 
The department recently began using body cameras, and Barnes said he hoped that would 
help evaluate officers’ actions. 
 
17. Belleville, Essex County 
200 incidents where force was used 
2,940 reported arrests 
6.8 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Mark Minichini said that, since he became chief in 2016, the department’s use-of-
force rate had dropped significantly. (That drop cannot be independently verified in The 
Force Report because the database only extends through 2016). Minichini said several 
factors could have contributed to a lower rate, including increased training and an 
expansion of the department’s community policing. 
 
“We have a better rapport with the citizens, so I feel that leads to less use of force,” he 
said. 
 
 



16. Pompton Lakes, Passaic County 
51 incidents where force was used 
748 reported arrests 
6.8 percent of arrests used force 
 
Lt. Ryan Cichon said there were many times when officers used force to restrain people 
who were suicidal, having medical emergencies or in incidents involving “autistic 
individuals who were acting out,” including one local boy who often became violent. 
Including some of those cases next to other arrests “is going to skew the numbers,” he 
said. 
 
Cichon also said no excessive force complaints were made during that time period. 
 
NJ Advance Media removed many cases where officers used force against emotionally 
disturbed people who were never charged with crimes, but a lack of a uniform standards 
across the state for reporting those types of cases made it difficult to filter out all of them. 
More than half of Pompton Lakes’ forms did not report any criminal charges. 
 
15. Nutley, Essex County 
106 incidents where force was used 
1,502 reported arrests 
7.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
Nutley police Chief Thomas Strumolo and Lt. Peter LoCurto said their true use-of-force 
rate was much lower because their internal arrest numbers were much higher than what 
was reported. They also said there were several cases where officers had used force on 
emotionally disturbed people who were never charged, cases that were not removed from 
the incident count. (About half of all reports did not list any charges, but a lack of 
uniform reporting standards across the state makes filtering out all cases involving 
emotionally disturbed people difficult.) 
 
Of the times officers did use force, they said their department’s internal review process 
gave them confidence that force was being used appropriately. They also said officers 
were seeing an increase in people on drugs or struggling with mental illnesses. 
 
“We’re the ones that gotta get ‘em to the hospital, and most of the time, you know, they 
don’t wanna go,” Strumolo said. 
 
14. South Toms River, Ocean County 
31 incidents where force was used 
438 reported arrests 
7.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
 
 
 



13. Park Ridge, Bergen County 
26 incidents where force was used 
362 reported arrests 
7.2 percent of arrests used force 
 
Police Chief Joseph Madden partially attributed the department’s rate to officers filling 
out reports for every single instance they restrained somebody, “regardless of the severity 
of the incident.” (Just over half of the department’s force reports only noted some form of 
restraint, which is slightly more than the state average). 
 
Madden also flagged several cases involving emotionally disturbed people. “We have a 
large nursing home and a home for juveniles with mental disorders. There are times the 
people at these facilities have to be controlled in order to transport them for the help they 
need,” he wrote in an email. 
 
12. Beachwood, Ocean County 
49 incidents where force was used 
682 reported arrests 
7.2 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Robert Tapp said several of the department's instances stemmed from stops made 
on behalf of another department, and since those types of arrests are often not publicly 
reported, he said, Beachwood’s actual rate was much lower. 
 
11. Bayonne, Hudson County 
380 incidents where force was used 
5,149 reported arrests 
7.4 percent of arrests used force 
 
10. Long Branch, Monmouth County 
354 incidents where force was used 
4544 reported arrests 
7.8 percent of arrests used force 
 
Lt. Charles Shirley said Long Branch’s reported arrests were significantly lower than the 
number of arrests the department recorded internally. At least since the end of 2014, 
Shirley said, there were hundreds of arrests each year that, if added to the numbers they 
reported to the State Police, would lower their use-of-force rate. 
 
Shirley wrote in an email that determining exactly what types of arrests weren’t reported 
to the State Police would require “a significant amount of research.” A public records 
request for their internal records is pending. 
 
 
 
 



9. Sea Isle City, Cape May County 
73 incidents where force was used 
933 reported arrests 
7.8 percent of arrests used force 
 
8. Voorhees, Camden County 
175 incidents where force was used 
2,207 reported arrests 
7.9 percent of arrests used force 
 
Capt. Carmen Del Palazzo said the department had internally logged hundreds of warrant 
arrests that, if included in the comparison, would lower their use-of-force rate. (Certain 
types of arrests are not publicly recorded, and a public records request for the 
department’s internal records is pending). He pointed out that complaints against officers 
are not reviewed internally but by the county prosecutor. 
 
Del Palazzo also said that if residents did a better job complying with an officer’s orders, 
force could be used less. 
 
“No one that I know wants to go into work and have to deal with fighting somebody,” he 
said. “That’s the last thing you feel like doing.” 
 
7. Sea Girt, Monmouth County 
50 incidents where force was used 
578 reported arrests 
8.7 percent of arrests used force 
 
6. Wenonah, Gloucester County 
12 incidents where force was used 
127 reported arrests 
9.5 percent of arrests used force 
 
The Wenonah Police Department ceased to exist earlier this year, and the neighboring 
Mantua Township Police Department took over patrol. Town officials have said the 
change would save money. Mantua’s department declined to comment on Wenonah’s 
past use of force. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Pleasantville, Atlantic County 
159 incidents where force was used 
1,661 reported arrests 
9.6 percent of arrests used force 
 
Capt. Matthew Hartman said the rate was partially driven by the violent crime and drug 
arrests in the area. “Though we are only a community of 20,000, we are far more urban 
than suburban,” he wrote in an email, “and thus are more often compared to the larger 
urban centers in the state.” In 2016, Pleasantville’s violent crime rate was more than 
double the state average, according to the New Jersey State Police. 
 
Pleasantville’s use-of-force reports noted 11 weapons charges and another nine drug-
related offenses, plus three charges for “terroristic threats.” 
 
4. Pine Beach, Ocean County 
10 incidents where force was used 
99 reported arrests 
10.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Matthew Petrecca said that Pine Beach was currently going through an 
accreditation process that involved reviewing how officers used force. 
 
3. Woodland Park, Passaic County 
 
54 incidents where force was used 
527 reported arrests 
10.3 percent of arrests used force 
 
2. Atlantic City, Atlantic County 
 
1,659 incidents where force was used 
14,973 reported arrests 
11.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1. Maplewood, Essex County 
172 incidents where force was used 
1,549 reported arrests 
11.1 percent of arrests used force 
 
Chief Jim DeVaul attributed the department’s high numbers to a strict interpretation of 
what constitutes force, which he believes is not in place elsewhere. 
 
“What we consider a ‘use of force’ in a situation is very simplistic,” he said. “Did I have 
to touch you to make that arrest? And if the answer is ‘yes,’ you’re doing that report.” 
 
DeVaul also said, however, that he’s taking steps to reduce the amount of force used. 
Juveniles account for more than a fifth of Maplewood’s uses of force, annually. 
(Statewide, they make up about 6.8 percent of all reports). DeVaul said he is instructing 
officers not to handcuff a juvenile unless they plan to completely follow through with an 
arrest and formal charge. 
 
 
NJ Advance Media reporters Carla Astudillo, Stephen Stirling and Joseph Atmonavage 
contributed to this report. 


