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The Jersey City police chief has conceded it is possible his officers are using more force 
when making arrests than publicly reported, and he is pledging new training to ensure all 
incidents in New Jersey’s second-largest city are documented. 
 
The action comes in response to inquiries from NJ Advance Media as part of The Force 
Report, a 16-month investigation into New Jersey’s broken system for tracking the 
greatest authority granted police officers. 
 
While the state Attorney General’s Office requires officers to report every use of force, 
no matter the severity, the investigation found widespread inconsistencies among local 
departments. Jersey City stood out as a potential anomaly. 
 
According to reports provided by the city, officers used force in about 1.5 percent of all 
arrests, less than half the statewide average and significantly less than cities of similar 
populations (such as Newark and Elizabeth) and violent crime rates (such as Burlington 
City and Neptune Township). 
 
Maria Haberfeld, a police science professor at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in 
New York, said Jersey City’s rate was likely wrong. 
 
“Given the nature of crime there and the size of the department,” she said, the current rate 
was “very low and surprising.” 
 
When asked about the numbers, James Shea, the city’s public safety director, initially 
said some forms were missing, though at the time he did not know how many, where they 
were or if they existed. (Shea oversees several public safety agencies, including the 
police and fire departments.) 
 
After a multi-week internal investigation, the police department located dozens of reports 
that were missing from internal affairs files and had not been provided to the news 
organization to comply with its public records request, protected by state laws. It still has 
not turned over the forms. 
 
For example, no report was turned over for an incident involving Hector Mejias, who said 
in a lawsuit he was inappropriately hit and kicked by Jersey City officers in 2012. The 
same goes for Tevin Henry, who settled a police brutality lawsuit with the city for 



$14,500. And then there was a 2016 incident involving Jeremy Rennick, who recently 
settled assault claims for $25,000. 
 
Shea said use-of-force reports did exist for Mejias and would be turned over. But he 
disputed whether officers had used force at all with Henry, and he said Rennick’s arrest 
fell into the gray area where “physical contact” ended and “physical force” began. 
 
Even with the newly located reports, Jersey City’s rate of force would hardly budge. 
Police Chief Michael Kelly said “a low number is possible in Jersey City” and called it a 
sign the city’s officers used restraint and de-escalated situations. 
 
The rate is especially striking for a city known for its aggressive street crime unit, which 
sometimes floods violent areas with officers on the lookout for problems. 
 
Current and former Jersey City officers varied when asked how well force had been 
recorded. Some said use-of-force forms were filled out appropriately; others said they 
were sometimes ignored. One former officer laughed aloud when told of the department’s 
numbers. 
 
Robert Cowan, who was chief of the department from the end of 2013 through part of 
2014, said the rate seemed low but not impossible. 
 
“In my view, the issue is laziness, rather than a conscious effort to cover something up,” 
Cowan said. “There’s so much paperwork, there’s always another form you gotta fill 
out.” 
 
Ensuring local departments are reporting force as required falls to county prosecutors. 
Under the current attorney general rules, local police departments are required to submit 
annual reports about “all situations involving the use of physical, mechanical or deadly 
force” to their respective county prosecutors. The intention is for prosecutors to provide a 
layer of oversight and flag officers or departments that may need intervention or more 
training. 
 
But in Hudson County, which oversees Jersey City, that didn’t happen for years, Kelly 
said. Only late last year — after widespread public records requests across the state by NJ 
Advance Media for police use-of-force forms — did the prosecutor’s office change 
course and require statistics to be filed quarterly. 
 
Representatives for the county prosecutor’s office and Mayor Steven Fulop did not return 
requests for comment. 
 
Kelly said the city’s police department uses an internal warning system to flag officers 
who frequently use force, and he said the 188 excessive force complaints the department 
faced from 2012 through 2016 was a relatively low number. He also said a new 
computerized reporting system will make it easier to track force going forward. 
 



But he said it’s possible his officers aren’t properly reporting some physical restraints, 
which is the most common type of force across the state. In response to NJ Advance 
Media’s investigation, he promised additional training for all officers beginning early 
next year. 
 
Part of the problem, he said, was that the attorney general’s original directive wasn’t clear 
on how force should be tracked. 
 
“It wasn’t explained, exactly, where these forms had to go,” he said. “And it’s still not.” 


