Virginia Law Enforcement:  A Commitment to Community

The charred bodies were pulled out of the bombed vehicle, drug through the streets, and hung from a bridge as revelers danced, rejoiced, and fired weapons in the air.  An American reporter started his news segment with the words, “As the world watched in horror, the bodies of four civilians…” But did the whole world watch in horror?  Obviously the Iraqis who participated in the atrocity didn’t find it horrifying.  So what would drive normal, everyday citizens to commit such an act against innocent people who they didn’t even know?  Ruled by a police state for years, Iraqis have experienced the brutality of a system that denied justice and where the police were able to force their every whim on the population.  Law enforcement served the will of a dictator, not the will of the people.  The fall of the dictator and the disintegration of the police state has resulted in chaos and the murder of innocent civilians.  Could Virginia ever become a place like this?  It is Virginia law enforcement’s commitment to community that keeps this from happening.

Virginia law enforcement personnel participate in numerous programs designed to make Virginia safe, but commitment to community is more than the institution of programs and procedures.  Commitment to community is an ideal that says, “I am here for you.  I want you to be safe and secure.  I want to help you.  It is my honest and sincere desire to help you be a positive, committed member of our community.  We are in this together.  And, even if I don’t know you personally, you are a valued member of our community and I will do everything in my power to serve, protect, and keep you safe, even if it costs me my life.”  This is the commitment to community demonstrated and lived by Virginian police officers and sheriff deputies, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty-five days a year.  Commitment to community is the heart and soul of a belief system that drives Virginia law enforcement programs.  

Before graduating from the academy, each trooper pledges, “Humbly recognizing the responsibilities entrusted to me as a member of the Department of State Police, an organization dedicated to the preservation of human life and property, I pledge myself to perform my duties honestly and faithfully to the best of my ability and without fear, favor or prejudice.  I shall aid those in danger or distress, and shall strive always to make my State and Country a safer place in which to live.  I shall wage unceasing war against crime in all its forms, and shall consider no sacrifice too great in the performance of my duty.  I shall obey the laws of the United States of America and of the Commonwealth of Virginia, and shall support and defend their constitutions against all enemies whomsoever, foreign and domestic.  I shall always be loyal to and uphold the honor of my organization, my State and my Country.”  (www.vsp.state.va.us, 4/2/04)  These noble words are the driving force behind every action taken by every trooper.  The Law Enforcement Code of Ethics states, “As a law enforcement officer, my fundamental duty is to serve the community; to safeguard lives and property; to protect the innocent against deception, the weak against oppression or intimidation and the peaceful against violence or disorder; and to respect the constitutional rights of all to liberty, equality and justice…” (www.co.chesterfield.va.us/ConstitutionalOfficers/Sheriff/Mission.asp, 4/6/04)  But words without deeds are hollow.  Law enforcement personnel live these words through every single action they take.  It guides not only what they do, but also how they do it.

Virginian law enforcement officers participate in numerous programs that are publicly visible reminders of their commitment to community.  KIDsafe Virginia Identification Kits and the Play-It-Safe Program assist parents for use in the event their child becomes missing.  Drug Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) teaches elementary students about the pitfalls of substance abuse and peer pressure.  School Resource Officers make middle and high schools safer so that students can concentrate on learning.  They also teach students about the pitfalls of crime and violence, and how to make mature, informed decisions.  Crime Prevention Officers educate senior citizens on victim crimes and how to avoid criminals who target the elderly.  Community Police Officers work in drug and violence infected neighborhoods where gangs and lawlessness vie for the lives of young people.  Color Guard/Honor Guards participate in local parades, fairs, and special events.  Sheriff’s offices provide tours of courts and jails.  In the Inmate Outreach Program deputies bring convicted criminals into the schools to warn students of the dangers brought on by a life of crime.  Sheriff deputies assist home bound senior citizens through weekly visits and telephone calls in the Seniors-In-Touch Program.  Officers man information booths at fairs and malls, continuously providing citizens with information to enable the community to be better protected.  Every local police or sheriff office has programs specifically designed to meet the needs of their local community.

But Virginia law enforcement’s commitment to community is not dependent on public visibility.  They are there at every traffic accident.  They are there at every crime scene.  They are there when subpoenas need to be served and judges protected.  They are there at every natural disaster, be it flood, hurricane, fire, or ice storm.  They are there when a mad man decides to become a sniper.  They are there at three o’clock in the morning.  They are there when the community needs ice and water.  They are there when a suspicious noise is heard in the backyard.  They are there when the rest of us are sitting down to a Christmas dinner or opening presents.  They are not there for fame.  They are not there for fortune.  They are there because they truly consider no sacrifice to be too great in the performance of their sworn duty.  They are there because of their caring, compassion, and commitment to community.

When they are there, they choose to do the right thing because their commitment to community drives how and why they perform their duties.

Without law there is no liberty.  Lawlessness brings chaos and fear, but too much law or its unjust enforcement denies liberty.  A commitment to community means that when a law enforcement officer needs to make a decision, the officer thinks first about the needs of the community.  Every action is guided by the principle of making our lives, our neighborhoods, our towns, and our commonwealth safer.  As safe and secure citizens, we are then free to explore our dreams.  We can go to work or school without giving our personal safety a single thought.  We can go to the grocery store, the mall, or the movies without worry.  We can live the lives that many in foreign lands can only envy.  Virginia law enforcement’s commitment to community means that you and I can be free.
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