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Introduction 
As the oversight authority for the City of Milwaukee Police Department (MPD) and Fire Department (MFD), a 
primary function of the Fire and Police Commission (FPC) is to provide the city with a process that 
transparently and fairly investigates citizen complaints.1 The FPC provides citizens with a system of 
investigation that is independent of the agency being investigated and under the oversight of a diverse 
board of civilian commissioners and staff. In addition to investigating complaints made directly to the FPC, 
the commission also audits complaint investigations made to the respective departments to help ensure 
citizen confidence in the process regardless of where they choose to file their complaint.  

It has been a longstanding policy of the FPC to produce and make available to the public an annual report 
that summarizes the complaints submitted directly to the agency and those independently investigated by 
the respective departments. The report has previously been produced by FPC staff but in light of a staffing 
shortage, the FPC entered into a three-year contract with the Wisconsin Policy Forum in November 2020 to 
prepare the annual reports on its behalf. This report covers calendar year 2019 and is accompanied by a 
separate report covering 2020. WPF will prepare reports covering 2021 and 2022 in each of the next two 
years.  

  

                                                      
1 In this context and throughout this and previous reports the word “citizen” is used to denote complaints filed by 
members of the public. United States citizenship is not required to submit a complaint against a Milwaukee Fire or 
Police Department member, nor is Milwaukee residency. 
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Complaints  submitted to the FPC 

Background 

Complaints submitted to the FPC are classified as either formal or informal. When a citizen contacts the FPC 
office to report a complaint, an informal case file is opened and an FPC investigator provides the citizen with 
the process for converting the complaint to formal status by sending the appropriate documentation and/or 
directing the complainant to the FPC’s online complaint portal.  

Informal complaints may be investigated as necessary; often FPC investigators are able to address the 
citizen’s questions or concerns in a manner that allows the matter to be closed without proceeding to the 
formal stage. Informal complaints against a specific MFD or MPD member are not recorded in an employee’s 
record as a misconduct complaint, while formal complaints are recorded in an employee’s record and 
receive a more thorough investigation.  

Where possible, this report has been prepared according to the methods used by FPC staff in past years. 
However, while the analysis of complaints in previous reports has been broken down into formal and 
informal categories, a lack of available data precluded us from doing so for this report. Also, since the report 
summarizes a variety of complaint types made to different agencies, the totals in the various charts and 
tables will not always correspond to one another. Several other notes on the methodology employed for this 
report are summarized in Appendix 1. 

The FPC classifies complaint allegations into five general categories: 

Unauthorized Use of Force: An allegation that an employee used excessive physical force or more force 
than was needed under the circumstances. 

Discourtesy: Unnecessary, unprofessional, rude, profane, derogatory, inappropriate or belligerent 
language, actions, or behavior by an employee. 

Disparate Treatment: Language, conduct, or behavior that is inappropriate, demeaning, or derogatory 
concerning a person’s race, religion, nationality, physical appearance, gender, or sexual orientation. 

Department Procedures: An unauthorized or inappropriate deviation from established department 
policies or procedures. 

Department Services: An inappropriate, unnecessarily slow, or insufficient response by the department 
employee to an incident, call for service, or request for intervention. 

Upon investigation the FPC will issue a finding for each allegation. The findings are generally categorized as:2 

Not Sustained: The investigation failed to produce a preponderance of evidence to either prove or 
disprove the allegation. 

Unfounded: The allegation is false or not factual. 

                                                      
2 In data made available to WPF researchers, other findings were listed in addition to these four. These findings have 
been combined to facilitate analysis. “Baseless” was combined with “unfounded” and “substantiated” was combined 
with “sustained.” 
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Exonerated: The allegation did occur but the actions of the employee were legal, justified, proper, 
and/or in conformance with the law and the agency’s policy and procedure. 

Sustained: There is sufficient evidence to prove the allegation made in the complaint. 

Complaints may be dismissed and closed without a finding related to allegations. A variety of circumstances 
may warrant this action including, but not limited to: 

The complaint does not allege a rule violation by a department member. The FPC often receives 
complaints that are not alleging rule violations by members but are instead asking questions, 
describing situations not involving MPD or MFD, or looking for help for a variety of matters. FPC 
investigators make reasonable efforts to assist community members in these instances and the 
community member’s contact with the FPC is recorded in the complaint database. 

The complaint relates solely to the legitimacy of a criminal arrest or traffic citation. In these cases, it is 
the jurisdiction of the judicial system to determine the legality or merit of the charges. 

There is excessive delay in filing. This is especially important for matters in which physical evidence is 
lacking and participants’ memories of the event will be the primary evidence. 

The complaint is grossly illogical, improbable, or clearly not made in good faith. 

The complaint has already received thorough review. Occasionally complaints are received numerous 
times after an investigation has already concluded. 

The complaint is about a general department policy and not related to a specific incident or employee. 
The FPC complaint process is for the investigation of specific incidents of alleged misconduct. 

The complaint is already under investigation by MPD or MFD. If an investigation is already underway in 
the police or fire department, then instead of conducting a duplicative investigation the FPC will close 
its file and audit the department’s investigation at the request of the complainant. 

Cases are sometimes resolved through a process called rapid resolution. Rapid resolution involves 
complaints of a general nature filed with the FPC and then forwarded to MFD or MPD for prompt solution. 

These complaints usually involve questions related to the conduct of a MFD or MPD employee that, on its 
face, does not appear to violate a department rule. These complaints can include, but are not limited to, 
inquiries related to the quality of service provided by public safety employees, their actions, or any questions 
that may be better answered by the department directly. 

The assistant chief of MFD, the district or bureau captain of MPD, or the appropriate supervisor will directly 
contact the complainant in order to provide a “rapid resolution.” This process gives the supervisor the 
opportunity to resolve any questions or concerns directly with the individual.  

The FPC also offers mediation as an alternative to the traditional complaint process. Mediation gives 
complainants an opportunity to address and resolve their concerns directly with the MFD or MPD employee, 
while allowing both parties the opportunity to learn from the open discussion and contribute to better 
community relations. If the citizen and employee agree to mediation, there will be no FPC citizen board trial 
and no disciplinary action will be taken against the employee. The FPC uses the Milwaukee Mediation Center 
as an independent mediator. The Milwaukee Mediation Center is a non-profit community organization that 
promotes and provides mediation and other effective processes of conflict resolution and restorative justice. 
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Summary of FPC allegations and findings 

The 154 citizen complaints received by the FPC in 2019 contained a total of 236 distinct allegations, of 
which four were determined to be brought against non-employees (meaning FPC did not have jurisdiction to 
investigate),3 two were still under investigation, and one was determined by FPC to be a duplicate. Of the 
remaining 230 allegations, 225 (97.8%) were filed against MPD employees and five (2.2%) were filed 
against MFD employees. 

The categorization and disposition of the 230 allegations are summarized in Figure 1. Note that a single 
allegation may be brought against multiple employees, and individual employees may have multiple 
allegations levied against them in a single complaint. Throughout this report each allegation is counted 
individually. 

Figure 1: Allegations investigated by the FPC in 2019

 
 

The disposition that was most common in 2019 was resolution through the FPC’s rapid resolution process, 
with 59 (25.7%) of the 230 allegations that involved MPD or MFD personnel addressed in that manner. The 
next most common at 50 allegations (21.7%) were those classified as closed files (indicating no subsequent 
formal complaint was provided and the complaint could not receive further investigation or rapid resolution 
without more information).   

It is notable that 32 allegations (13.9%) were classified as exonerated, 42 allegations (18.3%) were 
categorized as unfounded or baseless, four allegations (1.7%) were not sustained, and two allegations (less 
than 1%) were determined to have no rule violation. Just nine allegations (3.9%) were sustained or 
substantiated. Other disposition categories with three or fewer allegations included withdrawal by the 
complainant, “filed” (meaning the FPC may have passed the file on to another city agency that was better 
able to handle the issue, such as issuing a refund), and allegations that resulted in a policy review. Twenty-
five allegations (10.9%) did not have a finding listed in the data, despite the cases being listed as closed.  

                                                      
3 In an additional case, the employee name field was left blank. This case is currently included in the analysis. 
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The most frequent misconduct alleged in these complaints related to department procedures (107 
allegations, 46.5%). Seventy allegations (30.4%) concerned department services, 26 alleged discourtesy 
(11.3%), 14 were related to use of force (6.1%), six concerned disparate treatment (2.6%), and three (1.3%) 
were determined to have no allegation. Four allegations (1.7%) were not categorized, or left blank. 

FPC investigation timetable 

The speed at which complaints were resolved in 2019 is summarized in Figure 2. The vast majority were 
resolved within four weeks, with 65 complaints (42.2%) closed the same day they were opened, 47 (30.5%) 
resolved within one week of being reported, and 22 (14.3%) resolved between one and four weeks after 
being reported.  

The average number of days it took to resolve a complaint was 12.3 days, and the median number of days 
was one day. Not including complaints that were resolved on the same day they were reported, the average 
number of days to resolve a complaint was 21.4 days, and the median was seven days.    

  
 

Citizen Board Trials 

The FPC Executive Director, upon receipt of the results of a completed citizen complaint investigation, has 
the discretion to refer the complaint for resolution by citizen board trial. The citizen board trial is a quasi- 
judicial process in which witnesses are sworn, testimony is taken, and evidence is presented. Each party 
may question the other, call witnesses, present exhibits, and testify. The citizen board, composed of FPC 
Commissioners, reviews the evidence and ultimately renders findings and a final decision. The trial 
procedures are detailed in Fire and Police Commission Rule XVI. All trials are open to the public. 

At the determination of the Executive Director, the trial may be conducted by a Hearing Examiner alone or a 
Hearing Examiner may assist the board in carrying out this duty. If the trial is conducted by a hearing 
examiner, then the FPC Board will convene in closed session to review the record and make the final 
determination and may adopt or modify, in whole or in part, the proposed findings and recommendations of 
the Hearing Examiner. Upon request by the complainant, the Board or Hearing Examiner may allow a 

http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cityFPC/Rules/FPCRules.pdf
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complainant to be represented by an advocate for any part of the proceedings. If the Board sustains a 
finding of one or more rule violations, evidence may then be received regarding the member’s character, 
work record, and the impact of the misconduct on the complainant, department, and community. The Board 
may deliberate in closed session to determine whether the member should be permanently discharged, 
suspended without pay, demoted to a lower rank, or participate in policy training. 

There were no Citizen Board Trials during 2019. 

Citizen Board Review 

If a complainant is not satisfied with a complaint disposition as determined by the Executive Director, then 
the complainant may request that the Board review the investigation and disposition. 

There were no Citizen Board Reviews during 2019. 

  



9    2019 | FPC Citizen Complaint Report 

Complaints  submitted to MPD 
Though the FPC as an oversight authority has an independent process for receiving and investigating citizen 
complaints regarding Milwaukee’s fire and police departments, each department may also receive and 
investigate citizen complaints directly filed with them. To ensure satisfaction regardless of where a person 
wishes to file a complaint, FPC Rule XV, Section 6 stipulates that the FPC Executive Director shall review a 
complaint investigation when a citizen is dissatisfied with the outcome of an investigation that has been 
completed by MPD or MFD. 

Complainants who wish to file a complaint directly with MPD may do so at any police district station, bureau, 
or division. Complainants may also call the department and ask for a supervisor to meet with them or call 
the MPD Internal Affairs Division directly. A complaint to MPD may be submitted by the aggrieved citizen, by 
an attorney representing the aggrieved citizen, by the parent or guardian of a minor child, or by a translator 
representing a non-English speaking complainant. 

In most cases, when a complaint is filed, a narrative of the complaint will be written by a supervisory officer 
on the Citizen Complaint Form. The citizen or agent will sign the Citizen Complaint Form and a copy will be 
provided. However, if more convenient for the citizen, the Citizen Complaint Form can be completed at a 
later time and returned to MPD. 

Complaints submitted directly to MPD are evaluated by the commanding officer of the Internal Affairs 
Division (IAD) to determine who will investigate the complaint. Serious allegations are investigated by 
sergeants in the IAD, while other complaints (such as civility complaints, for example) may be sent to the 
member’s commanding officer to investigate. If the complaint involves a criminal allegation, then it is 
assigned to the special investigation section of the IAD. IAD conducts an investigation and presents its 
findings to the Assistant District Attorney (ADA), who will decide whether to issue charges.  

Complaints investigated at the district level are reviewed by the work location captain and the commanding 
officer of the IAD to ensure nothing was missed and determine the disposition of the investigation. Any 
discipline imposed beyond a district level reprimand is written up as a charge and is submitted to the Chief 
of Police for review and determination of the appropriate discipline to impose. 

MPD complaint volume 

Figure 3 summarizes the number of complaints submitted to MPD each year since 2007. In 2019, there 
were 138 citizen complaints, a 22% increase over the previous year, but still well below annual totals seen 
from 2007 to 2014. While the FPC records and classifies verbal complaints as informal until written filing 
criteria are met, no such distinction is made by MPD; thus, all complaints shown here were formally 
processed by MPD staff. 
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Summary of MPD allegations and findings 

Allegations investigated by MPD are classified differently from those investigated by the FPC: the FPC uses 
general descriptive categories to define an allegation while MPD uses specific item categories within its 
Code of Conduct (see Appendix 2). The 138 citizen complaints received and investigated by MPD in 2019 
contained 368 distinct allegations – up 69.6% from 2018. Two allegations were requests for information 
only. Of the remaining 366 allegations, 329 allegations included the name of the employee or employees 
involved, 29 allegations were made against unknown MPD employees, and eight were left blank.  

Figures 4, 5, and 6 summarize the final dispositions for the 366 allegations investigated and closed by 
MPD.4  

By far, the most common Code of Conduct complaint allegation category in 2019 was Respect, 5.01 – 
Failure to be Civil & Courteous (68 allegations, 18.6%). Competence, 1.04 - Failure to Fully Investigate was 
the next most common with 45 allegations (12.3%), followed by Integrity, 3.03 – Unfair Arrest with 28 
allegations (7.7%) and Integrity 3.01 – Behavior That Could Discredit the Department with 21 allegations 
(5.7%). Rounding out the top five was Restraint, 6.01 – Excessive Use of Force – Bodily, with 18 allegations 
(4.9%).  

Of the 366 allegations investigated by MPD in 2019, 107 (29.2%) were determined to be unfounded, up 
from 18% in 2018. Seventy-one were not sustained (19.4%), 51 (13.9%) were determined to have no Code 
of Conduct violation, and 22 (6%) were exonerated. Thirty-five allegations (9.6%) were sustained – nearly 
double the portion sustained in 2018 (5%), Thirty-three allegations (9%) resulted in policy review. Remaining 
smaller numbers of allegations were spread across several dispositions. 

It should be noted that the “policy review” disposition does not convey that the allegation was proven to be 
either true or false. It indicates that, regardless of the veracity of the allegation, the most reasonable way to 
address it was determined to be a review of department policy with the member. Policy review may also be 

                                                      
4 Although previous reports have analyzed only allegations against known employees, this year’s report includes 
allegations against unknown employees, as there were a higher number of allegations against unknown employees. 
2019 numbers are not comparable to previous reports for this reason. 

488

361 363

309
258

347

201
166

124
153

116 113
138

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Figure 3: Number of complaints filed with MPD
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the end result action upon a finding of “sustained” at the conclusion of an investigation. In those cases, the 
IAD sustained the allegation, the member was charged, and upon review of the charge the Chief felt the 
appropriate action was policy review. 

Figure 4: Allegations investigated by MPD (relating to Competence)
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Figure 5: Allegations investigated by MPD (relating to Integrity) 

 

Figure 6: Allegations investigated by MPD (relating to Leadership, Respect, and Restraint) 
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MPD investigation timetable 

The number of weeks between submittal and resolution of complaints submitted to MPD in 2019 is 
summarized in Figure 7. Of the 138 closed citizen complaints received by the department in 2019, five 
(3.6%) were resolved within one week and an additional 22 (15.9%) were resolved by the end of four weeks.  

The average number of days it took MPD to resolve a complaint was 107.6 days while the median number of 
days was 76. Six complaints took longer than one year to resolve.  

Figure 7: MPD Complaints: time to close in weeks 

 

It is important to note that MPD’s investigations of complaints have a number of restrictions based on 
processes and timelines related to department policy, union contracts, and state statutes. For instance, any 
investigation requiring the IAD to interview an involved member (the vast majority of investigations) requires 
that the interview be scheduled a minimum of seven days from the original request date. This requirement 
makes it rare to conclude an investigation in less than seven days. Another factor that impacts the timeline 
are complaints in which allegations are sustained or deemed criminal complaints; in those situations, the 
complaint is not closed until the discipline has been served on the member. This often leads the complaint 
to remain open for weeks or months after the actual investigation is complete.  
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Complaints  submitted to MFD 
and combined complaints 

The Milwaukee Fire Department (MFD), like MPD, can accept and investigate citizen complaints independent 
of the FPC. Citizens may contact MFD by telephone or in person, at which point staff will record the 
complaint and direct it to the Assistant Chief of Support for investigation. See Appendix 3 for information on 
MFD’s Code of Conduct. 

MFD independently received and investigated 31 complaints in 2019, more than double the amount in 
2018. Because of the way the MFD records complaints, we were unable to analyze these complaints in the 
same way as the FPC and MPD citizen complaints. The only information we are able to provide is that a) in 
17 (54.8%) of the cases, MFD notes indicate the complainant was satisfied with the investigative response 
to the complaint; and b) in 17 cases (with some overlap of the 17 cases mentioned above), further action 
from the complainant was not expected. 

Combined MFD and MPD complaints to departments and FPC 

The total number of complaints – broken down by each police district5 for MPD and total for MFD – are 
outlined in Figure 8. The MPD General category refers to complaints not related to a specific district. These 
totals combine all complaints received and investigated by the FPC with those received and investigated by 
each department. In 2019, Police District 7 had the highest number of complaints, with 56 (17.3% of all 
combined complaints). District 5 had the second-highest number of complaints with 45 (14.0%), while 
District 6 had the lowest number of complaints with 21 (6.5%). 

Figure 8: Total combined complaints6 

 

                                                      
5 Boundary maps for each MPD district can be found here: https://city.milwaukee.gov/police/Police-Districts/maps 
6 Previous reports have included additional years of data, but those numbers included only formal complaints made to 
the FPC (as opposed to all complaints made to the FPC) combined with complaints made to MPD and MFD. Because 
the data did not allow us to distinguish between formal and informal complaints, we are unable to provide an accurate 
comparison to previous years’ data. 
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Rate of pol ice complaints  per 
c it izen contact 

Complaint volume in context of the number of police-citizen contacts in 2019 is outlined in Figure 9. Police-
citizen contacts are categorized as either field interviews or traffic stops. The total number of FPC formal 
complaints in this measure is five fewer than the overall total because only MPD-related complaints are 
included here.  

In 2019, the overall rate of complaints per 1,000 police-citizen contacts was 4.65. The highest rate of 
complaints was made against employees with unknown districts. Of complaints where the district was 
known, District 1 had the highest rate at 7.28 complaints per 1,000 contacts. District 3 had the second-
highest rate of complaints, at 5.56 complaints per 1,000 contacts. With a rate of 2.42, District 6 had the 
lowest rate.    

Figure 9: Rate of complaints per police-citizen contact7 

  Field 
Interview 

Traffic 
Stop 

Total Police-
Citizen 

Contacts 

FPC Citizen 
Complaints 
- MPD Only 

MPD 
Citizen 

Complaints 

Total 
Police 

Complaints 

Complaints per 
1,000 MPD 

Contacts 
District 1 109 4,424 4,533 17 16 33 7.28 
District 2 477 6,517 6,994 14 13 27 3.86 
District 3 457 6,559 7,016 21 18 39 5.56 
District 4 106 7,086 7,192 9 15 24 3.34 
District 5 458 9,919 10,377 19 25 44 4.24 
District 6 253 8,433 8,686 14 7 21 2.42 
District 7 397 13,903 14,300 23 32 55 3.85 
Unknown 33 2,421 2,454 32 11 43 17.52 
TOTAL 2,290 59,262 61,552 149 137 286 4.65 

 

One factor that may influence these numbers is a decrease in the number of police-citizen contacts from the 
previous year. In 2018 there were 97,690 total contacts, while in 2019 there were 61,552 contacts. Figure 
10 shows the decrease in each type of contact by district.  

 

                                                      
7 The numbers in this table are not comparable to previous years, as previous years used only formal complaints made 
to FPC combined with all complaints made to MPD. This analysis includes all MPD complaints made to FPC, both formal 
and informal.  
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Figure 10: Percent change in field interviews and traffic stops by district, 2018-2019
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Complainant and employee 
demographics 

Combining all complaints received and investigated by the FPC and MPD8 during 2019 results in a set of 
292 complaints. Thirty-four provided incomplete demographic information (either gender or race/ethnicity) 
about the complainant, 21 of which did not include any demographic information. Individuals making 
complaints are not required to report their race or gender. Additionally, analysis of trends in complainant 
demographics is complicated by the complex interplay of factors regarding the decision to file a complaint. 
These can include changes in the qualities of police-resident interactions and changes in the public’s 
confidence in, awareness of, and access to the complaint process. 

With regard to gender, there were 123 (42.1%) female and 148 (50.7%) male complainants in 2019 while 
21 (7.2%) did not include information on this demographic. The data did not include other options for 
gender.  

With regard to race and ethnicity, as shown in Figure 11, the highest number of complaints (166, or 56.8%) 
were made by individuals who identify as Black. This is significantly higher than the 38% of Milwaukee 
residents who are Black or African American according to U.S. Census data.9  As a group, Black people are 
overrepresented in this set of complaints.  

Figure 11: Race/Ethnicity of Complainants 
 Race Complaints 
Asian 1 
Black 166 
Hispanic 16 
Middle Eastern 1 
Native American 1 
Other Races 3 
Unknown 2 
White 68 
Left Blank 34 
TOTAL 292 

 

The next largest group was individuals identifying as white, with 68 complaints (23.3%). According to U.S. 
Census data, 35% of Milwaukeeans identify as white, so this group is underrepresented in this set of 
complaints. Individuals identifying as Hispanic made 16 complaints (5.5%). Nineteen percent of 
Milwaukeeans identify as Hispanic or Latino, according to census data, so Hispanic people also are 
underrepresented. Thirty-four complaints (11.6%) did not include a race or ethnicity.   

In Figure 12, we break down the race and ethnicity of MPD employees who were the subject of complaints. 
The highest number of complaints were made against white employees (126, or 43.2%) who comprise 
60.2% of MPD employees overall, as shown in Figure 13. There were 44 complaints (15.1%) made against 

                                                      
8 Complaints against MFD employees are excluded from this analysis because more complete demographic information 
is accessible in this context for MPD employees and the large majority of complaints are levied against MPD employees. 
9 Milwaukee demographic makeup from 2019 1-year ACS estimates. 
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Black employees (who make up 22.4% of MPD employees), and 35 complaints (12%) made against Hispanic 
employees. Eighty-two complaints (28.1%) did not list the race or ethnicity of the employee.   

Figure 12: Race/Ethnicity of MPD employees cited in complaints 

 Race Number of 
Complaints 

Percent of 
Complaints 

American Indian/Alaska Native 3 1.0% 
Asian 2 0.7% 
Black 44 15.1% 
Hispanic 35 12.0% 
White 126 43.2% 
Left Blank 82 28.1% 
TOTAL 292  

 

With regard to gender, 33 complaints (11.3%) were made against female employees, who make up 26.8% of 
MPD employees, while 177 complaints (60.6%) were made against male employees, who make up 73.2% of 
the department. Eighty-two complaints (28.1%) did not provide the sex of the employee. As with complainant 
sex, no other options for gender were included.   

Figure 13: Race/Ethnicity of MPD employees in Q4 2019 
 Race Male Female Total 
American Indian 29 10 39 
Asian 37 10 47 
Black 316 236 552 
Hispanic 241 98 339 
Two or More Race 0 1 1 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1 1 2 
White 1177 303 1480 
TOTAL    
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Allegation frequency per MPD 
employee 

Another important consideration when reviewing citizen complaint data is the extent to which multiple 
allegations were made against individual MPD employees. In Figure 14, we show the breakdown of 
complaint frequency for 2019 complaints and find that the vast majority of MPD employees (222) who were 
subject to complaints were the subject of a single allegation that year. On the opposite side of the spectrum, 
two employees had 10 allegations each, one employee had six allegations, six employees had five 
allegations, nine employees had four allegations, 28 had three allegations, and 55 employees had two 
allegations. 

Figure 14: Allegations per MPD employee 201910 

 

  

                                                      
10 Allegations with no positively identified employee are excluded from this analysis and allegations filed with both the 
FPC and MPD are counted only once. 
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Key F indings 
The purpose of this report was to collect, synthesize, and share with the public – on behalf of the Milwaukee 
Fire and Police Commission – several sources of data that collectively convey the breadth and scope of 
complaints filed by citizens against employees of the Milwaukee fire and police departments and to shed 
light on how those complaints were resolved. Below, we summarize some of the key findings that emerge 
from the 2019 data. 

Complaints made directly to FPC: 

• The most frequent misconduct alleged in complaints made to the FPC was related to department 
procedures (46.5%), followed by department services (30.4%) and discourtesy (11.3%). Fourteen 
allegations were related to use of force (6.1%), and six concerned disparate treatment (2.6%). 

• The portion of allegations made to the FPC that were sustained or substantiated is very small. In 
2019, that number was just 3.9% of complaints received.  

• Conversely, in 2019, higher portions of complaints were found to be either unfounded (18.3%) or 
to exonerate the employee of the allegations (13.9%). 

• One in five allegations (21.7%) were not investigated further due to lack of information. There is no 
way to know what the outcome of these cases might have been.  

• One-fourth of all cases were resolved through FPC’s rapid resolution process, which allows the 
department to deal directly with the complainant in an attempt to resolve what are typically non 
rule-breaking issues. However, that means there is less information available to the public about 
these complaints.  

• The average number of days it took to resolve a complaint was 12.3 days, and the median number 
of days was one day. Not including complaints that were resolved on the same day they were 
reported, the average number of days to resolve a complaint was 21.4 days, and the median was 
seven days. 

Complaints made directly to MPD: 

• The number of citizen complaints made directly to MPD increased slightly in 2019 to 138 
complaints. 

• The most common allegations were in the categories of Respect, 5.01 – Failure to be Civil & 
Courteous (18.6%), Competence, 1.04 – Failure to Fully Investigate (12.3%), and Integrity 3.03 – 
Unfair Arrest (7.7%).  

• Of the allegations investigated by MPD in 2019, the portion of allegations that were sustained 
(9.6%) increased to almost double the portion that were sustained in 2018 (5%). The portion 
determined to be unfounded (29.2%) increased significantly in 2019, up from 18% in 2018.   

• The average number of days it took MPD to resolve a complaint was 107.6 days, while the median 
number of days was 76. Six complaints took longer than one year to resolve.  
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Combined complaints: 

• Complaints made by Black individuals comprised 56.8% of total complaints, which is significantly 
higher than the 38% of Milwaukee residents who are Black. 

• The data on a notable number of complaints were missing critical information.  

o Twenty-five allegations - just under 11% - made to the FPC did not have a finding listed in 
the data, despite the cases being listed as closed. The issue is not unique to 2019. There 
were 17 allegations missing this information in 2018 and 15 allegations missing this 
information in 2015. The same was true for just over 2% of allegations made to MPD.  

o Nearly 2% of allegations made to the FPC did not include the type of misconduct alleged.  

o Eight allegations made to MPD did not list an employee, despite having the option to list 
“unknown employee.” 

• The overall rate of complaints for every 1,000 police-citizen contacts was 4.65 in 2019. Of 
complaints with known locations, District 1 had the highest rate at 7.28 complaints per 1,000 
police-citizen contacts, however complaints without a known location had 17.52 complaints per 
1,000 contacts.  

• A sizable portion of complaints were made against unknown employees. In 2019, 78 allegations 
listed the employee as unknown (and nine allegations were left entirely blank). 
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Appendix  1  
Methodology Notes 

• Data made available to the Wisconsin Policy Forum by the Fire and Police Commission, the 
Milwaukee Police Department, and the Milwaukee Fire Department were obtained through the Fire 
and Police Commission. 

• Any numbers prior to 2019 were pulled from previously published reports, and although reasonable 
attempts were made to match previous reports’ methodology, comparison across years should be 
made with caution.  

• In data made available to WPF researchers, some cases had findings outside of the usual four 
categories. Consequently, these findings have been combined to facilitate analysis. “Baseless” was 
combined with “unfounded” and “substantiated” was combined with “sustained.” 

• The narratives of complaints made to FPC and MPD were not provided to WPF researchers. 

• For complaints made directly to the FPC: 

 Complaints categorized as originating from the following were included in this report: 
• Alderman 
• Anonymous 
• Citizen Complaint 

 Complaints categorized as originating from the following were not included in this report: 
• Information Only 

 
• For complaints made directly to the MPD: 

 Complaints categorized as originating from the following were included in this report: 
• Anonymous 
• Citizen Complaint 

 Complaints categorized as originating from the following were not included in this report: 
• City Attorney 
• Critical Incident 
• Domestic Complaint 
• Federal Agency 
• FPC Complaint 
• Information Only 
• Internally Generated 
• Other Jurisdiction 
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Appendix  2  
Milwaukee Police Department Code of Conduct Core Values (available online at 
http://city.milwaukee.gov/Directory/police/About-MPD/Code-of-Conduct.htm) 

 

1.00 – Competence 

We are prudent stewards of the public’s grant of 
authority and resources. We are accountable for 
the quality of our performance 

and the standards of our conduct. We are 
exemplary leaders and exemplary followers. 

1.01 

All members within their probationary period shall 
be evaluated on their conduct and fitness for the 
performance of their duties. If a member’s conduct 
or performance of duties is 

not satisfactory for continued service to the 
department, the member shall be discharged, with 
no right of appeal to the Board of Fire and Police 
Commissioners. 

1.02 

We cooperate with our colleagues, other agencies 
and citizens to ensure public safety, improve the 
quality of urban life, protect those who cannot 
protect themselves and enforce the law. 

1.03 

All department members shall render service to 
the community promptly and efficiently. When not 
answering a call for service, members shall use 
their time to accomplish the mission of the 
department. 

1.04 

Police investigations shall at a minimum be based 
upon reasonable suspicion or an actual or possible 
offense or crime. Investigations shall be conducted 
and reports shall be prepared in a prompt, 

thorough, impartial and careful manner so as to 
ensure accountability and responsibility in 
accordance with the law. 

1.05 

All department members shall be familiar with 
department policy, procedures and training and 
shall conduct themselves accordingly. 

1.06 

All department members shall report for duty at the 
time designated by their supervisors. 

1.07 

All department members shall report to court at the 
time designated by their subpoena. 

1.08 

All department members shall report fit for duty, and 
not be impaired as a result of drinking alcohol, using 
a drug for non-medical purposes, intentionally 
misusing a prescription drug or substance abuse. 

1.09 

No department member shall consume, purchase or 
possess any intoxicating liquor and/or fermented 
malt beverage while on duty or in uniform except 
with the approval of the Chief of Police or designee. 

1.10 

All department members are responsible for the 
condition and safeguarding of their personal and 
department issued equipment. Department 
members shall not deface, damage, destroy, modify, 
or carelessly or inappropriately use any department 
property without permission to do so. 

  

http://city.milwaukee.gov/Directory/police/About-MPD/Code-of-Conduct.htm
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2.00 – Courage 

We place the safety of others before our own and 
accept our moral responsibility to take action 
against injustice and wrongdoing. Police members 
are expected to take prudent risks on behalf of the 
public. 

2.01 

Police members are required to discharge their 
duties with composure and determination and in 
time of danger or adversity shall act together and 
assist each other in the restoration of peace and 
order. 

2.02 

Members shall oppose and, if possible, prevent 
any violation of the Code of Conduct and report 
violations if they occur. Members will not be 
punished, but will be protected and supported, for 
reporting a violation of the Code of Conduct, unless 
the report is shown to be malicious or ill founded. 

2.03 

Failure to intervene when a violation of the Code of 
Conduct occurs, or is about to occur, shall be 
treated the same as if the member committed the 
violation. 

3.00 – Integrity 

We recognize the complexity of police work and 
exercise discretion in ways that are beyond 
reproach and worthy of public trust. Honesty and 
truthfulness are fundamental elements of integrity. 
It is our duty to earn public trust through 
consistent words and actions. We are honest in 
word and deed. 

3.01 

Our behavior shall inspire and sustain the 
confidence of our community. 

Whether on or off duty, department members shall 
not behave in such a way that a reasonable person 
would expect that discredit could be brought upon 

the department, or that it would create the 
appearance of impropriety or corruptive behavior. 

3.02 

Members shall avoid regular or continuous 
associations with persons or groups they reasonably 
believe, know or should know are planning to, or are 
engaged in, criminal behavior, or who advocate the 
overthrow of government, such that the association 
would undermine the public trust or affect the 
member’s credibility or integrity. The exceptions are 
associations that are necessary in the performance 
of duty or familial relationships of which the Chief of 
Police or designee is cognizant. 

3.03 

Police members shall exercise powers of arrest, 
search, seizure and surveillance only when it is 
lawful, necessary and proportionate to do so. 

3.04 

Department members shall treat the official 
business of the department as confidential, not 
imparting it to anyone, either orally, electronically or 
in writing, except those for whom it is intended or 
under due process of law. 

3.05 

Department members shall obey local ordinances 
and state and federal laws, whether on or off-duty. 

Any violation of ordinances or laws in any jurisdiction 
shall be reported to the member’s supervisor as 
soon as practical. 

3.06 

Department members shall not use their official 
position or membership in the Milwaukee Police 
Department to unnecessarily interfere with the 
personal affairs or professional responsibilities of 
any person or agency. 

3.07 

Members shall not suggest or recommend a specific 
attorney to anyone who has been arrested or to 
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someone on their behalf nor become involved in 
the employment of an attorney for any victim of a 
crime or accident.

3.08 

Department members shall not accept nor solicit, 
either directly or indirectly, anything of value, 
including a gratuity, money, reward, gift, fee, loan 
or special consideration as a consequence of 
their office. Members are not precluded from 
receiving very minor courtesies and gratuities 
(i.e., small amounts of food or non-alcoholic 
drink) provided that it is not sought nor in 
exchange or expectation of official favor. 

3.09 

All sworn members, and civilian members 
designated as emergency personnel, are bound 
by City of Milwaukee Charter Ordinance 
provisions regarding residency and are required 
to establish and maintain their actual and bona 
fide residence within 15 miles of the 
jurisdictional boundaries of the City of Milwaukee 
throughout their period of employment with the 
department. The Fire and Police Commission 
(FPC) has listed the civilian positions that are 
classified as emergency personnel pursuant to 
Wis. Stat. § 66.0502(4)(b) in FPC Rule V. 

3.10 

All department members shall be forthright and 
candid, orally or in writing, in connection with any 
administrative inquiry or report. 

3.11 

Department members are required to be 
complete, honest and accurate with respect to all 
relevant facts and information pertaining to any 
criminal or civil investigation, report or inquiry. No 
department member shall knowingly or with 
reckless disregard for the truth sign or make any 
false official statement. 

Note: The provisions of this guiding principle do 
not apply to a member’s questioning or 
interrogation of a person involved in a criminal 

investigation or where the member is engaged in an 
approved undercover role where such representation 
is not inconsistent with law or is accepted 
professional practice. 

4.00 – Leadership 

We seek to influence human behavior to achieve 
organizational goals that serve the public while 
developing individuals, teams and the organization for 
future service. We accept our responsibility to be 
leaders, both within the community and among our 
peers, and for 

the actions of our colleagues and ourselves. We are 
all responsible for the performance, reputation and 
morale of the department. 

4.01 

We will work together and set an example that 
embodies respect, compassion, integrity and 
efficiency. 

4.02 

Leadership is not solely positional and no rank has 
unique privileges. The only privilege of rank is 
increased responsibility. 

4.03 

Personal failure to intervene to prevent or stop 
misconduct, when there is an opportunity to do so, 
demonstrates not only a lack of courage, but also a 
failure of leadership. 

4.04 

Supervisors shall be role models for delivering truly 
professional, impartial and effective police service. 
Supervisors shall ensure that the individuals for whom 
they are responsible carry out their professional 
duties correctly. Supervisors must put the 
department’s mission first, in both word and action, 
and do nothing to interfere with its accomplishment. 
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4.05 

Supervisors shall ensure the individuals for whom 
they are responsible are supported, guided on 
the professional performance of their duties and 
encouraged to further their professional 
development. Supervisors have a particular 
responsibility to secure, promote, improve and 
maintain professional standards and integrity 
through the provision of advice and guidance. 
Supervisors have an obligation to commend 
exemplary behavior, a responsibility to correct 
substandard behavior and a requirement to 
discipline when needed. 

5.00 – Respect 

We hold life in the highest regard. We treat all 
citizens and colleagues with dignity and respect, 
and are fair and impartial as we perform our 
duties. 

5.01 

Department members shall treat the public and 
each other with courtesy and professionalism. 
Civility and patience are valued attributes, while 
profane or insolent language or actions 
undermine the public’s confidence. 

5.02 

Members shall act with fairness, self-control, 
tolerance and impartiality when carrying out their 
duties. 

5.03 

Members shall promptly obey any proper or 
lawful order emanating from any officer of higher 
rank. Any improper or unlawful order should be 
reported to a supervisor of higher rank. 

5.04 

A conflicting order shall be brought to the 
attention of the member giving the order. If this 
member does not change the order, the order 
shall stand and this member shall bear full 
responsibility. 

6.00 – Restraint 

We use the minimum force and authority necessary to 
accomplish a proper police purpose. We demonstrate 
self-discipline, even when no one is listening or 
watching. 

6.01 

Police members shall exercise restraint in the use of 
force and act in proportion to the seriousness of the 
offense and the legitimate law enforcement objective 
to be achieved. 

6.02 

Members shall not subject any person to torture or 
cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment or 
punishment. No circumstances whatsoever may be 
invoked as a justification for torture or other cruel, 
inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment 
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Appendix  3  
Milwaukee Fire Department Code of Conduct Core Values and Guiding Principles: 

Core Values 

Courage: "Mental or moral strength to venture, persevere, and withstand danger, fear or difficulty." 

1. Members accept their moral responsibility to take action to protect and remove from harm those who 
are trapped, injured, in need of medical assistance, or in any other situation in which fire department 
intervention is needed. Members are expected to take prudent risks on behalf of the public. 

2. Members will discharge their duties with composure and determination and in time of danger or 
adversity, will act together to mitigate and resolve the situation. 

3. Members will actively oppose, and if possible prevent, any violation of the Code of Conduct, reporting 
violations to their immediate supervisor. Unless the report is shown to be malicious or ill-founded, 
members will not be punished, but will be protected and supported for reporting a violation of the 
Code of Conduct 

Integrity: “Firm adherence to a code of especially moral values; incorruptibility." 

1. Members understand that honesty is a fundamental element of integrity. 

2. Members are duty-bound to earn public trust through consistently appropriate words and actions. 

3. Members' behavior will inspire and sustain the confidence of our community. Whether on- or off- 
duty, members will not behave in such a way that a reasonable person would deem discredits the 
department or would create the appearance of impropriety or corruptive behavior. 

4. Members will avoid regular or continuous associations with persons or groups they reasonably 
believe, know, or should know, are planning to, or are engaged in, criminal behavior, or who 
advocate the overthrow of government. 

5. Members will treat the official business of the department as confidential, not imparting.it to 
anyone, either orally, electronically, or in writing, except those for whom it is intended or under due 
process of law. 

6. Members will obey department rules, local ordinances, and state and federal laws, whether on- or 
off-duty. Members in violation of same in any jurisdiction are to report the violation to their 
supervisor as soon as practicable. 

7. Members will not use their official position or membership in the Milwaukee Fire Department to 
unnecessarily interfere with the personal affairs or professional responsibilities of any person or 
agency. 

8. Members will not accept nor solicit, either directly or indirectly, anything of value, including a 
gratuity, money, reward, gift, fee, loan, or special consideration as consequence of their position. 
Solicitations for benevolent purposes with prior approval from the Fire Chief are the only 
exceptions. 



28    2019 | FPC Citizen Complaint Report 

Members are not precluded from receiving very minor courtesies and gratuities (i.e., small 
amounts of food or non-alcoholic drink, or discounts on same) provided that it is not sought, or in 
exchange for, expectation of official favor. 

9. Members will be forthright and candid, orally and in writing, in connection with any administrative 
inquiry or report. 

10. Members will be complete, honest, and accurate with respect to all relevant facts and information 
pertaining to any investigation, report, or inquiry. Members will not knowingly, or with reckless 
disregard for the truth, sign or make any false statement, whether by act of omission or act of 
commission. Failure to report full and complete details that any reasonable person would find vital 
to the overall situation is considered an act (lie) of omission. 

Honor: “Good quality or character as judged by other people; high moral standards or behavior; merited 
respect.” 

1. Members will hold life in the highest regard, treating all citizens and colleagues with respect, dignity, 
and tolerance, while performing duties in a fair, impartial manner. 

2. Members will treat the public and each other with courtesy and professionalism; maintaining a 
professional workplace at all times. Civility, patience, and self-control are valued attributes, while 
profane or insolent language or actions undermine the public's and fellow members' confidence. 

Guiding Principles 

Competence: "Having the necessary ability or skills to perform well enough to meet a standard." 

1. Members are prudent stewards of the public's grant of authority and resources. Members are 
accountable for the quality of their performance and the standards of their conduct. Members are 
exemplary leaders and exemplary followers. 

2. Members cooperate with colleagues, agencies, and citizens to ensure fire safety and appropriate 
medical care. Members work to improve the quality of urban life. 

3. Members will render service to the community promptly and efficiently. When not answering calls for 
service, members will use their time to accomplish the mission of the department. 

4. Members will be familiar with department policies/procedures and conduct themselves accordingly. 

5. Members will report for duty on time, as designated by their work schedule. 

6. Members will report fit-for-duty, and not be impaired as a result of drinking alcohol, using a drug for 
non-medical purposes, or intentionally misusing a prescription drug. 

7. Members will not consume, purchase, or possess any liquor or fermented beverage while on duty or 
in uniform, except with the approval of the Chief or designee. 

8. Members are responsible for the condition and safeguarding of their personal and department-
issued equipment. Members will not deface, damage, destroy, modify, or carelessly or 
inappropriately use any department property. 
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Accountability: "Willingness to accept responsibility (or to account) for one's actions." 

1. Members will be accountable in the acknowledgement and assumption of responsibility for actions, 
decisions, and policies including administration, governance, and implementation within the scope of 
their positions, and encompassing the obligation to report, explain, and be answerable for resulting 
consequences. 

2. Members will accomplish work and assignments given to them from verbal or any form of written 
orders, in a complete, timely, and professional manner. 

3. Members will be masterful in the proper implementation of any facet relating to their position, such 
as Fire Response and EMS Standard Operating Guidelines, the Incident Command System, strategy 
and tactics, building construction knowledge, various training including but not limited to battalion, 
company, department-wide, paramedic refresher, including that which is electronically distributed, 
meeting turnout and response times, logging in to various programs as required each shift, reviewing 
temporary and numbered notices, and accurately and promptly completing all reporting 
requirements for fire and medical responses and member "leave" requests. 

Leadership: "The power or ability to guide/direct others on a course to advance." 

1. Members seek to influence human behavior to achieve organizational goals that serve the public 
while developing individuals, teams, and the organization for future service. Members accept 
responsibility to be leaders, both within the community and among peers, and for the actions of 
colleagues and themselves. All members are responsible for the performance, reputation, and 
morale of the department. 

2. Members will work together and set an example that embodies respect, compassion, integrity, and 
efficiency. 

3. Members understand that leadership is not solely positional and no rank has unique privileges. The 
only privilege of rank is increased responsibility. 

4. Members understand that personal failure to intervene to prevent or stop misconduct, when there is 
an opportunity to do so, demonstrates not only a lack of courage, but also a failure of leadership. 

5. Members will be role models for delivering truly professional, impartial, and effective service. 
Members must put the department's mission first, in both word and action, and do nothing to 
interfere with its accomplishment. 

6. Officers will ensure that members for whom they are responsible carry out their professional duties 
correctly. Officers will ensure the individuals for whom they are responsible are supported, guided on 
the professional performance of their duties, and encouraged to further their professional 
development. Officers have a particular responsibility to secure, promote, improve, and maintain 
professional standards and integrity through the provision of advice and guidance. Officers have an 
obligation to commend exemplary behavior, a responsibility to correct substandard behavior, and a 
requirement to discipline when needed. 
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