Virginia Law Enforcement: A Commitment to Community


I believe that Virginia has some of the best law enforcement officers in the country, and I know what I’m talking about - my father is one of them.  Since as long as I can remember my dad has put on his uniform to head off to work, sometimes leaving the house before I got up for school, sometimes leaving before I went to bed at night, but always going without complaint and with the assurance that he was doing something that truly matters.

My father works for the Waynesboro Police Department, and he and the other officers there are committed to serving their community.  Long before “community policing” became the buzz word officers in departments throughout Virginia were already doing what they did because they wanted to make their communities a better place, not just for themselves and their own families but for everyone else as well. Wayneboro didn’t call this “community policing” back then, they called it doing a good job. 

During my father’s sixteen years with the Waynesboro Police Department he has always taken his job seriously and has willingly accepted the risks that go with it.  He’s had some hard times and some very scary ones.  Once when he was preventing a rather intoxicated man from trying to drive with his small daughter in the car he suffered a knee injury that was so bad it took eight months for him to recover enough to return to work. The minute the doctor cleared him he went right back.  On the day my parents signed the papers for the contract on our house it had been pouring rain for days.  My dad was standing a post in miserable winter weather, protecting citizens from driving into washed out roads.  My mother had to go to his post and hand him the papers one by one from the car.  He’d sign a few, go warn a driver away from the dangerous road, then sign a few more.  Another time the roads were covered with snow and, even though his shift was over, my dad stayed on to help with numerous accidents until things settled down.  Only when he felt sure that everything was under control did he head out, not for home, but for the hospital.  He’d been having some kind of chest pain but wanted to be sure everybody in town was safe before he took time out for himself.  

Through the years my dad has had different assignments:  patrol, drug task force, desk officer, field training officer, and more. Today he serves in possibly the highest impact area of community policing there is. He is a school resource officer.  This might not sound like a big thing, but I have seen how much of a difference he is making.  When we go to a restaurant in town, to one of the stores, or when I play against the Waynesboro High School team in sports, someone always seems to know my dad. We always hear, “Officer Thomas, Officer Thomas!” and some young kid comes up and gives my dad a hug.  And no matter how tired, busy, or rushed he is he always gives them a smile and a few minutes of his time to see how they are doing.

The other day my opponent in tennis told me my dad was his DARE teacher when he was in elementary school.  The fact that he remembered that and that it was something that was important enough to him that he mentioned it to me showed me how much my dad means to the kids he works with.  

My dad is just one of the fine officers in Virginia who are building good relationships with the citizens they serve and protect.  He says that Virginia departments are committed to making our communities better, and that crime prevention officers in Virginia are getting more support from their departments in order to make this happen.  One example of the level of commitment Virginia departments have for their communities is Waynesboro’s operation “Clean Team.”   This is a new program in which officers from the department work with the neighborhood watch, city inspectors, firemen and others to clear out problems in small portions of the city at a time. As a single unit this group, led by the police, tackles the problems of a neighborhood to restore the area to an above average living condition.  This program shows the people in the community, regardless of who they are or what section of the city they live in, that they matter and they deserve to have a good, safe place to live.  It shows that their police officers are there for them.

I would hate to think how our lives would change if we didn’t have dedicated and caring police officers like my dad.  I wonder how often we consider, when we go to sleep at night, that we can rest easy because they are out there, not closing their eyes in sleep but watching out for us and standing between us and whatever might harm us.  

I have been accepted for early admission into the University of Virginia.  I plan to work to earn a bachelor of science degree in physics there, then attend medical school.  I hope to become a pediatrician.  
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