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In America, the harsh reality is that the problem of police brutality 2 against Black people
goes far beyond these highly publicized incidents. For years there has been a call for justice
when police officers are not held accountable for causing the serious injury or death of Black
men, women, and children. 3 Throughout history, the responses from the impacted communities
have included marches, boycotts, and protests. 4 However, police brutality against Black people
continues to be an issue in this so-called “post-civil rights era.” 5

* J.D. Candidate, May 2023, Saint Louis University School of Law. This Note is published with permission from
the Saint Louis University Law Journal.
1
These names, to name a few, belong to Black lives that have been unjustly taken by police officers. KHIARA M.
BRIDGES, CRITICAL RACE THEORY: A PRIMER 3-4 (2019).
2
April Walker, Racial Profiling-Separate and Unequal Keeping the Minorities in Line-The Role of Law
Enforcement in America, 23 ST. THOMAS L. REV. 579-80 (2011) (defining police brutality as “the use of excessive
physical force or verbal assault and psychological intimidation” and it is “one of the most serious, enduring, and
divisive human rights violations in the United States.”).
3
Damien Cave & Rochelle Oliver, The Raw Videos That Have Sparked Outrage Over Police Treatment of Blacks,
N.Y. TIMES (Oct. 4, 2016), https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/us/police-videos-race.html; Drew
Harwell, How the Horror of Police Violence Against Blacks Was Shared in the Years Before Facebook, WASH.
POST: THE SWITCH (July 7, 2016), https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-switch/wp/2016/07/07/how-thehorror-of-police-violence-against-blackswas-shared-in-the-years-before-facebook.
4
See generally ALDON D. MORRIS, THE ORIGINS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT: BLACK COMMUNITIES
ORGANIZING FOR CHANGE 67 (1984) (“[N]onviolence became a disciplined form of mass struggle because it was
systematically developed through the organized structures of the movement.”); Frederick C. Harris, The Next Civil
Rights Movement?, DISSENT, 2015, at 34, 38 (describing protest tactics used by the civil rights movement and Black
Lives Matter); Elahe Izadi, Black Lives Matter and America’s Long History of Resisting Civil Rights Protesters,
WASH. POST, Apr. 19, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/04/19/black-lives-matters-andamericas-long-history-of-resisting-civil-rights-protesters.
5
See Stephan A. Schwartz, Police Brutality and Racism in America, US NAT’L LIBR. OF MED. NAT’L INST. OF
HEALTH (July 2, 2020), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7331505/ (stating “[t]he rate of fatal police
shootings among Black Americans was much higher than that for any other ethnicity, standing at 30 fatal shootings
per million of the population as of June 2020.”).
1

Despite the fact Black people compromise only 13 percent of this country’s population, 6
police brutality has disproportionately impacted Black lives for a long time in America.
According to data between 2013 and 2018, there were a total of 6,176 fatal police shootings in
America. 7 Of the 5,700 shootings in which the race of the victim was known, roughly 28 percent
involved Black victims, which represents more than twice the proportion of Blacks in the overall
population. 8 And again, in 2020 and 2021, the rate of which Black Americans were killed by
police officers was more than twice as high as the rate for White Americans killed by police
officers. 9
Not only are Black lives being unjustly taken by police officers, but there is also little to
no accountability and no justice for the victims or their families. There are very few instances
where police officers are charged for the deaths in these cases, let alone held accountable for
their actions. 10 In recent years, this categorical indifference for Black lives has led to the creation
of the Black Lives Matter (“BLM”) 11 movement and subsequent groups who bring attention to
these tragedies that plague American society. This movement and others are effects of the
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continued failure of this country’s legislature and judiciary to enact and apply laws that
effectively address the racially driven violence that police officers commit against Black people.
While there have been some changes made to the ways police officers are trained to
handle encounters with Black men, women, and children, like implicit bias training and the use
of body cameras, the problem remains the same–Black lives are still being taken at
disproportionate rates with no repercussions. 12 Many would argue that the answers lie in
systemic bias that favors police officers, from the way these cases are investigated to the skewed
legal standards governing police brutality. 13 But, in order to properly understand police brutality
today, it must be viewed through a racial lens, because in America, “extinguishing [B]lack lives
is legally, constitutionally, and culturally permissible.” 14 To try and address police brutality in
another way would lead us to the same flawed conclusions and failed remedies.
When cases of police brutality occur, the State and/or prosecutor has three options: (1)
present evidence to the grand jury and seek an indictment; (2) charge the officer without a grand
jury indictment; or (3) conclude the killing was justified based on the police officer’s report and
decide not to pursue any criminal charges. This Note will focus on the second option, the grand
jury process. There is a famous legal saying, that a prosecutor can get a grand jury to “indict a
sandwich” – meaning, indict anyone. 15 Statistics on federal grand jury indictments show the
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famous legal saying is not far from reality. 16 Yet despite this notion of indictments being
extremely easy to obtain, grand juries almost never indict in police brutality cases. 17
This disparity, coupled with the ever-growing number of cases of police brutality against
Black victims, has made the topic of police brutality very popular in recent years. Scholarly
critiques of police brutality tend to focus on the criminal justice system, the actions of police
officers, police reform, and how the police are typically prosecuted. 18 This Note instead focuses
on the grand jury process, the ways in which a prosecutor’s use of the grand jury can further
deny justice to the victims of police brutality, and how racism fuels the denial of justice.
This Note proceeds in three parts and argues that in order to adequately bring justice and
healing to the Black community and victims of police brutality, grand juries should not be used
in cases involving police officers and Black victims, because the grand jury process can never be
free from prejudice or racism. Part I of this Note examines the grand jury, the history, the typical
process, and the problems with the grand jury. Part II compares the typical grand jury process
with those cases involving police officers and Black victims, focusing on the cases of Tamir
Rice, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and Breonna Taylor. Finally, Part III analyzes alternatives to
the use of the grand jury in cases of police brutality and Black victims.
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I. THE GRAND JURY
The grand jury originated in 12th century England and was established in America in
1635, with its process cloaked in secrecy. 19 The Fifth Amendment of the United States
Constitution provides for the right to a grand jury in a federal criminal case. 20 The right to an
indictment by a grand jury is one of the few rights that have not been made applicable to the
states through the Fourteenth Amendment. 21 The use of a grand jury is optional in many states,
and the prosecutor decides in private whether to seek an indictment. 22 The two main purposes of
the grand jury are: (1) to review evidence of criminal wrongdoing and issue an indictment if
there is sufficient evidence; and (2) to serve as an additional investigative arm of the government
and help gather evidence for the prosecution. 23 Critics of the grand jury maintain that it has not
fulfilled either purpose, especially in police brutality cases. 24
Grand juries are “the citizen-bodies tasked with determining whether a prosecutor has
probable cause to go forward with charges against a criminal suspect.” 25 While considered
essential to the criminal justice process, grand juries do not hold the power to decide the guilt or
punishment of a party. Rather, the grand jury system is designed to act as a safeguard on the
prosecutor’s authority to bring serious charges against individuals, with the prosecutor working
closely with the grand jury to decide whether to bring charges or an indictment against a
19
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potential defendant. 26 The grand jury was created to serve as a shield between simple accusations
and convictions, and also permitted prosecutions of corrupt government agents. 27
A.

The Typical Grand Jury Proceeding
Current grand jury proceedings are held in total secrecy, without a judge, defendant, or

defense counsel present, and evidence is presented to between sixteen and twenty-three qualified
citizens. 28 Unlike most criminal proceedings, the grand jury process operates under a veil of
secrecy to protect witnesses and the innocent, as well as encourage full disclosure. 29 This means
that the details of grand jury proceedings largely remain confidential. Jurors are not allowed to
talk about what happened during the grand jury proceeding or the information that the prosecutor
presented. 30 In theory, the grand jury is an independent body, but the reality is that the process is
controlled by the prosecution from the investigation to the presentation of evidence. 31
The prosecutor is the most powerful figure in the criminal justice system because they
hold the power to charge. Prosecutors can control the actions that other people take and what
happens to other people. With this power comes the ability to exercise discretion. Prosecutors
rarely have to justify their decisions to charge or not to charge, what evidence they present to the
grand jury, or what process they use to make these decisions. 32 Normally, when a prosecutor
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presents a case to the grand jury, the proceedings almost always result in the prosecutor getting
indictments for the charges they seek to bring. 33 But, because of the disparity in recent cases of
police brutality, grand juries have become the focus of criticism in the legal profession, academic
circles, and society as a whole, making the movement for abolition of the grand jury in these
cases of police brutality a continuing issue. 34
In cases involving everyday people, indictments are easily obtained. The process is
typically very simple: a police report is read to the grand jury, the indictment is drafted, and the
grand jurors vote within minutes. 35 Federal law requires no presentation of exculpatory evidence
to grand juries. 36 While state rules vary, most require only “substantial” exculpation to be
presented. 37 This means that witnesses who challenge the police’s or complainant’s version of
events are rarely required to testify. 38 There is also no hearsay evidence rule in grand jury
proceedings, which takes away the opportunity for jurors to hear from a live witness and access
their credibility. 39 Nor are defense attorneys allowed in the room. 40 While there are some
circumstances that will allow a defense attorney to attend the proceedings, the attorney may not
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challenge questions put to her client by the prosecutor. 41 In some states, a defense attorney is
permitted in the room only when his or her client has a right to and elects to testify. When this
happens, the attorney is only allowed in the room for that portion of the presentation. There is
also no judge in the room, nor will a judge review a grand jury transcript unless a defendant
mounts a specific challenge later in the process. 42 Grand juries do not need a unanimous vote
from all members to indict. Depending on the jurisdiction, a supermajority of two-thirds or threefourths agreement is required. 43
There are several problems with the grand jury that makes it extremely difficult to bring
justice and hold police officer’s accountable, these include the prosecutor’s control over the
grand jury and the inherent conflict of interest between police officers and prosecutors. The next
section will further discuss these problems.
B.

Problems with the Grand Jury
The grand jury was once seen as a safeguard on the prosecutor’s ability to bring serious

charges against individuals and a way for the prosecutor to bring charges against government
officials without too much blowback. 44 Now however, grand juries have been the focus of
tremendous criticism and a movement for abolition of the grand jury is growing because police
brutality is going unpunished. There is a reluctance of local governments to prosecute police
brutality. 45 Not only does this reluctance empower future misconduct, but it also creates a
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distrust between police officers and communities because victims of police brutality are given no
justice. No justice means no accountability. No accountability means no healing or
reconciliation, especially for the communities of color affected by police brutality.
Aside from the reluctance of prosecutors to pursue investigations or bring charges against
police officers, there are also numerous judicial doctrines and policies that shield police officers
from any charges at all. 46 Turning a blind eye when these cases of police brutality occur,
supports police brutality and racism. When a police officer is not held accountable for the death
of a Black person time and time again, it reiterates that in America, Black lives do not matter.
In cases of police brutality, prosecutors have continually failed in securing justice for the
victims. Prosecutors largely control the charging decision, as they hold the power to decide when
and whether or not criminal charges should be pursued and against whom. This discretion allows
the prosecutor to have complete control over the grand jury.
1. The Prosecutor
According to U.S. Supreme Court Justice George Sutherland, the duty of the prosecutor
is to see that justice is served, and to use every legitimate means to bring a just conviction. 47
Despite this duty of justice, the truth is that prosecutors avoid indictments from grand juries in
cases in which police officers are the suspects. 48 This perception underlies the notion that
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prosecutors are unable to be impartial when guiding the grand jury on the law and facts of a
particular case. 49 Because grand jury proceedings are almost always kept secret, it can be
difficult to fully comprehend how much prosecutors dominate and control every aspect of these
proceedings. The secrecy contributes to the prosecutor’s total control over the grand jury. The
lack of transparency in the grand jury process encourages illegitimate uses of the grand jury and
makes it difficult to evaluate whether the prosecutor is legitimately trying to obtain the grand
jury’s independent decision. 50
The grand jury is criticized for its inability to perform its screening function of checking
prosecutors and witnesses before an indictment is rendered. 51 However, this criticism and the
notion that a grand jury will find probable cause to “indict a sandwich” 52 puts the lack of
functionality on the wrong group. The prosecutor is given total discretion to decide what charges
to submit, what witnesses to call, and how much evidence to present in order to elicit an
indictment without checks and balances of the judge, defense counsel, or jury, as they have at a
criminal trial. 53 This in turn means that the grand jury completely depends on the prosecutor for
all its information, advice, and direction.
a. Control
Prosecutorial power is understood either in the terms of influence or in outcomes. When a
prosecutor presents a case to a grand jury, they almost always get indictments for all the charges
they seek because of the power the prosecutor holds over the grand jury. The grand jury only
hears one curated and unchallenged version of events from the prosecutor. The prosecutor
See GOLDSTEIN, supra note 46; Tierney Sneed, Garner, Brown Decision Spark Calls for Grand Jury Reform, U.S.
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50
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explains the law, presents evidence, and questions witnesses to the grand jury. 54 Thus, the
decision whether to charge a police officer for their actions is in reality the prosecutor’s decision,
not the grand jury’s. Prosecutors can essentially determine the outcome of the grand jury by
presenting their choice of evidence, their selection of witnesses, and their questions. While the
grand jurors are permitted to request certain evidence of witnesses, they often do not know what
to ask for, especially if the prosecutor chooses not to share certain information with the grand
jury. 55 This evidence, or the lack thereof, can have a significant impact on the outcome of the
case. 56
The fact that prosecutors have immense control over grand jury proceedings can cause
problems because prosecutors can use the grand jury to perform some other function, depending
on the prosecutor’s motive. For example, the prosecutor may use the grand jury as a political
cover. A prosecutor who does not want to move forward on a particular case can claim that the
decision not to press charges was made by the grand jury in order to shield their reputation. 57
Another problem with the grand jury process is that it allows the prosecutors to use the grand
jury as a “rubber stamp” to automatically approve of charges upon which they have already
decided. 58 If a prosecutor does not want to indict the case, but also do not want to take
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responsibility for that decision, they will intentionally present a weak case to the grand jury,
leading the grand jury to refuse to indict in the case. 59
In police brutality cases, prosecutors treat the grand jury as a “rubber-stamp” to
automatically dismiss charges against the police. 60 When the prosecutor decides to use the grand
jury in this way, the legitimacy of the grand jury suffers. Even worse, is that unlike a traditional
criminal trial, the public does not have a right to know which witnesses are called, what evidence
is presented, or the discussion that takes place during the grand jury proceedings. 61 This means
that the prosecutor’s decision can go virtually unchecked and the public’s questions stay
unanswered.
Turning to another problem with the grand jury process, prosecutors have certain
incentives not to suggest certain charges to the jury and to manipulate a case in a way that will
benefit the police officer in question. Prosecutors often work closely with police officers,
creating a conflict of interest in maintaining their working relationships and their duty to
prosecute police brutality. 62
b. Conflict of Interest
Despite the countless instances and evidence of brutality against Black people by police
officers, police brutality has not been treated equally by state criminal law. 63 While police
officers are meant to protect and enforce the law, those same laws are not always enforced
against police officers. Police officers are rarely prosecuted because fellow government officials

See Vadala, supra note 18, at 43; see also Ric Simmons, The Role of the Prosecutor and the Grand Jury in Police
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60
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are reluctant to pursue investigations of their own colleagues’ misconduct. 64 When a prosecutor
seeks an indictment against a police officer, often he or she is put in a problematic situation and
may abuse his or her discretion in order to preserve their valuable relationship with police
officers. This inherent conflict of interest between prosecutors and police officers means officers
are not always held accountable for their wrongful and illegal conduct. 65
Prosecutors and police officers work closely and depend on cooperation to be successful.
Prosecutors rely on police testimony to win trials, and those trial wins are essential to earning
promotions within the office and for elections or re-elections. Prosecutors have also described an
overt pressure to comply with a police culture of “silence and violence” meaning that
questioning an officer’s version of events is seen as a sign of “disrespect” to the officer. 66
Prosecutors are often accustomed to giving credibility to claims by police officers rather than
conflicting claims by defendants or suspects. Often, a prosecutor will side in favor of the police
unless clear evidence contradicts the police officer’s account and supports the victims. All of
these factors that create a conflict of interest for prosecutors makes them unlikely to investigate
and pursue criminal charges against police officers in a neutral manner. 67
Because prosecutors are dependent upon police officers, many argue that it is impossible
for them to impartially handle a case when a police officer is the defendant. The idea that a
prosecutor must find such extreme evidence to even consider charging a police officer with a
fatal crime illustrates the reluctance of prosecutors to charge their fellow law enforcement
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partners. This prosecutorial process for police officers threatens the legitimacy of criminal law
by protecting police officers. 68
Not only are prosecutors very unlikely to pursue criminal charges against police officers
for police brutality, but there is also evidence that in the rare instances in which prosecutors do
present these cases to grand juries, they do so in a way that is remarkedly different from most
other case presentations to grand juries. 69 Part II discusses how this disparity has been displayed
in recent cases of police brutality: Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and Breonna Taylor.
II. DISPARITY IN THE GRAND JURY PROCESS FOR POLICE SUSPECTS AND BLACK VICTIMS
As discussed above, under the current grand jury system, most suspects are charged or
indicted with little due process, despite the vast array of investigative and evidence-testing
mechanisms at a prosecutor’s disposal. 70 Yet, as we have seen in recent years, when a police
officer is the suspect, the usual grand jury process appears to unravel, especially in cases
involving police officers and Black victims. 71
When a prosecutor presents a police brutality case to a grand jury, either because of their
own belief that a crime may have occurred or because of bias and racism, something different
from the usual charge decision occurs. Police suspects get an additional layer of discretionary
investigation and evidence weighing. 72 As discussed above, in most ordinary criminal cases not
involving police officers as suspects, grand jury presentations are brief, and few live witnesses
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are called. 73 But, in several high-profile cases involving police officers, prosecutors have
conducted what appeared to be “an extensive full-blown trial before the grand jury.” 74 For
instance, prosecutors have “called all potentially relevant fact witnesses to testify in person,
commissioned multiple expert reports and called expert witnesses, staged and presented
elaborate reconstructions, introduced voluminous documentary evidence, and focused
extensively on possible defenses.” 75 In some cases, prosecutors have even allowed the suspect
officers to testify before the grand jury without being subject to cross-examination. This is
important because suspects of the grand jury rarely testify in proceedings, as previously noted. 76
Suspects of the grand jury typically choose not to risk testifying because their attorneys are not
present in the room and are unable to make the proper objections or to provide context or
clarification regarding the subject matter of the investigation. 77 For this reason, defense attorneys
usually advise suspects not to testify.
The following cases support this notion and highlight how this difference in case
treatment can support the continued denial of justice for victims of police brutality. The cases of
Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and Breonna Taylor help highlight that police brutality
against Black people has been ongoing with impunity for many years.
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A.

Tamir Rice
In 2014, Tamir Rice was 12-years-old when he was shot and killed by Cleveland police

officers while playing in a park. 78 Rice was playing with a toy gun in the park and was fatally
shot by the officers within two seconds of their arrival at the park. 79 The officers took four
minutes before they tried to administer first aid to Rice. 80 Following the shooting, the police
officers involved argued they feared for their lives, while Rice’s family believed the shooting
was unnecessary. 81
It took the Prosecuting Attorney, Timothy Mcginty, more than a year to present the case
to the grand jury. 82 The grand jury made the decision to decline to indict or file criminal charges
against either of the two officers involved. 83 In Rice’s case, McGinty presented extensive
evidence, including an enhancement of the video footage; multiple expert witnesses; multiple
fact witnesses; 911 call recordings; and physical evidence. 84 This unusual process for police
officers, before they formally become defendants, has been maligned by the public, the legal
community, and scholars. It has been seen as a way for prosecutors to exculpate criminal
suspects whom they do not want to prosecute. 85 Rice’s case was one of the first to highlight this
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difference in treatment between police suspects and normal suspects. The following cases can
more useful because the veil of secrecy was eliminated in them.
B.

Michael Brown
In the same year, 2014, Michael Brown was 18-years-old when he was shot and killed by

Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson. 86 A grand jury declined to indict Wilson, who killed
Brown and left his body in the street for four hours. 87 Prosecuting Attorney Robert McCulloch
came under fire for his handling of the shooting death of Brown by officer Wilson. 88
McCulloch’s announcement of no indictment and the release of the grand jury transcripts
revealed that the process officer Wilson received was virtually unrecognizable to those familiar
with the way grand juries usually work for normal suspects. 89
The published transcripts showed that McCulloch made the decision to present a
seemingly full case to the grand jury. The transcripts revealed that McCulloch addressed the jury
by saying the jury would hear “every statement” and “every bit of evidence” and that the
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proceeding would be “like a trial.” 90 The grand jury heard sixty-two witnesses, including officer
Wilson. 91 Jurors were also able to compare testimony with dozens of interviews conducted by
police after the shooting; forensic and crime scene reports; photographs of the crime scene;
Wilson’s car, gun, and clothing; and close-ups of Wilson’s face, as he alleged he had been struck
several times by Brown. 92 And only after this “trial” did the grand jury decide not to indict,
following with McCulloch dropping all charges against officer Wilson.
McCulloch’s decision to present a full case to the grand jury is not uncommon in police
brutality cases. For some reason, prosecutors use their full arsenal of procedural discretion when
a police suspect’s liberty and reputation is on the line: they conduct thorough pre-charge
investigations, credit an officer’s version of events, and either exercise their option to present
exculpatory evidence to a grand jury or, in many cases, decline to charge altogether. 93 Public
scrutiny also tends to motivate prosecutors to explain their otherwise secret decision making and
is a valuable tool for those looking to understand the discretionary “black box” in which
prosecutors operate. 94
C.

Eric Garner
Although a judge has so far refused to release the transcripts in the choking death of Eric

Garner, we know that the officer suspect spoke to the jurors for two hours. 95 The jury also heard
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from forty-nine other witnesses. 96 There are no nationwide statistics for how often prosecutors
present such full evidence to grand juries, but as the New York Times noted, “most prosecutors
impanel a special grand jury to investigate police-related deaths” and therefore “insulate
themselves from the final decision, while appearing to fulfill the public desire for an independent
review.” 97 This seemingly cynical use of the grand jury was among the reasons the public and
many defense attorneys—who believed the process was infected with bias—have been so
outraged at these non-indictments. 98
D.

Breonna Taylor
In 2020, Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old Black woman, died after being shot in her

apartment by Louisville police officers. 99 The officers fired thirty-two shots into Taylor’s
apartment. 100 While the City of Louisville agreed to pay Taylor’s family, the three police officers
involved were not indicted on charges related to Taylor’s death. 101
The wrongful death of Breonna Taylor led to nationwide protests and demonstrations,
and there are still many unanswered questions and lingering feelings of injustice. Following the
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grand jury decision not to charge any of the officers involved with the fatal shooting of Taylor,
Ben Crump, one of the attorneys for the Taylor family, called the decision part of a “pattern of
the blatant disrespect and marginalization of Black people, but especially Black women.” 102 He
further stated, “[t]here seems to be two justice systems in America: one for Black America, and
one for White America.” 103 There was a lot of controversy surrounding the Kentucky Attorney
General, Daniel Cameron, and whether or not the grand jurors were given all the information
necessary to decide whether the police officers who shot and killed Taylor should have been
charged for her death. Because the prosecutor has essentially exclusive access to and control
over the grand jury, grand juries are completely dependent on them. 104 This was irrefutable in
Taylor’s case.
After the proceeding, an unidentified juror filed a motion asking for the judge to unseal
the transcripts and records from the case and requested to speak freely about the case. The grand
juror accused Cameron of “using the grand jurors as a shield to deflect accountability and
responsibility.” 105 After a court order to release the recordings and pressure for disclosure by
Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, the transcripts were released to the public. A statement from
Cameron revealed that the only charge he recommended to the grand jury was wanton
endangerment. 106 However, the motion filed by the unidentified juror noted that Cameron had
previously made public statements saying that his team walked the grand jury “through every
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homicide offense, and also presented all of the information that was available to the grand
jury.” 107
One of the major issues with the grand jury process is that an inexperienced and
untrained body of citizens is not suited to recognize unwarranted prosecutions in a proceeding at
which they hear only the government’s side of the case and depend entirely on the prosecutor for
legal advice and direction. 108 Cameron’s statement that the grand jury “agreed” with his decision
to solely charge officer Hankison implied that jurors had been allowed to weigh the option of
charging all three officers. But that was not the case. The unidentified juror who filed a motion
asking for the judge to unseal the transcript was “unsettled by the fact that the grand jury was not
given an option of charging the two officers at a time when the community has been roiled by
demonstrations seeking their indictment. The 12-member panel was presented only with possible
charges for Brett Hankison.” 109
As the cases of Rice, Brown, Garner, and Taylor have shown, if you are a police officer
accused of brutality against a Black person, your case will be thoroughly investigated and your
chance of facing no charges is dramatically increased. While most suspects are reflexively
charged with as many charges as the substantive law will allow, and without any pre-charge
weighing of the strength of the evidence by a prosecutor, or a grand jury exposed to a full set of
evidence, police suspects get an additional layer of discretionary investigation and evidence
weighing. 110 This different process is not only unfair, but it is also systemically racists because it
sends the message time and time again, that Black lives matter less in America. This problem
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must be fixed immediately. Part III considers possible solutions to addressing police brutality
and to bringing justice to those affected by police brutality against Black people.
III. SOLUTIONS: BRINGING JUSTICE AND ACCOUNTABILITY TO POLICE BRUTALITY CASES
Until the use of grand juries in police brutality cases is abolished to address the racial
components of police brutality against Black people, and police officers are actually held
accountable for their actions, America will continue this cycle of unjustified deaths and civil
unrest. The following are recommendations that should be applied at the federal and state level.
However, it should be noted that change cannot be accomplished by merely training officers in
diversity or equipping them with new technology; rather it must be achieved by a number of
means which include addressing the racists and oppressive ideals that are rooted in the grand jury
process and the American criminal justice system. This Part will discuss the need for abolition of
grand juries in police brutality cases and the alternatives that could be used to bring charges
against police officers.
A.

Abolishing the Grand Jury
The use of grand juries in police brutality cases should no longer be an option. While

realistically the complete abolition of grand juries may take years or decades to accomplish, the
system can be reformed to eliminate some of the current abuses that support police brutality and
racism in the meantime. And although no reform of the grand jury system can completely
eliminate police brutality and racism, the following suggestions can provide greater transparency
and accountability.
There are alternatives to using grand juries in police brutality cases. For example, some
states allow prosecutors the choice of seeking a criminal indictment in a grand jury or filing a
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criminal complaint on their own following an investigation. 111 Another option in bringing
charges is the use of a preliminary hearing. 112 These two options would be great solutions that
would increase transparency and accountability in cases of police brutality. Prosecutors would
not be able to hide behind the secrecy of the closed-door grand jury proceedings. They would
have to take responsibility for their decisions to charge or not to charge and for their decisions on
how they present the case. Implicit bias training is also essential to combatting the systemic
racism within our criminal justice and legal system. 113
1.

Criminal Complaints

In two recent high-profile cases, the police-involved murder of George Floyd in
Minneapolis and the fatal police shooting of Rayshard Brooks in Atlanta, prosecutors filed
criminal complaints charging the police officers with murder instead of using the grand jury. 114
The death of George Floyd, a 46-year-old Black man, drew worldwide outrage in the
summer of 2020 after a video circulated showing officer Derek Chauvin holding his knee on
Floyd’s neck for more than nine minutes while he gasped for breath. 115 George Floyd’s death
spurred nationwide protests against police brutality. Unlike the previous cases addressed, officer
Chauvin and the three other officers 116 involved in Floyd’s death were rightfully fired and
charged with a variety of crimes after the video of the arrest surfaced. 117
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In the following year, 2021, also unlike the previous cases, officer Chauvin was found
guilty of second-degree murder, third-degree murder, and second-degree manslaughter. 118 After
the verdict was announced, Philonise Floyd, one of George Floyd’s brothers, said, “[w]e are able
to breathe again.” Even President Biden praised the verdict, calling it a “too rare” step to deliver
“basic accountability” for Black people in America. 119
As we can see from the outcome of the George Floyd case, the use of a criminal
complaint is a better choice in cases of police brutality when compared to the grand jury process.
The filing of a criminal complaint is much faster than the filing of a grand jury indictment. A
criminal complaint allows the arrest to happen once the complaint is filed. 120 This would help
bring faster justice and accountability to the police officer’s actions, as compared to the lengthy
and timely process that police brutality cases often take in grand juries. 121 It also would take
away the opportunity for the prosecutor to use the grand jury as a shield or cover up.
2.

Preliminary Hearings

In two states, Connecticut and Pennsylvania, the use of grand juries for all criminal
indictments was abolished. 122 These states are opting instead for preliminary hearings in open
court with a judge who decides if there is probable cause to support the charges based on the
evidence presented by prosecutors. Defense attorneys also challenge the case. 123
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Like a grand jury, a preliminary hearing is meant to determine whether there is enough
probable cause to indict a criminal suspect. What makes preliminary hearings a better choice is
that preliminary hearings are open to the public and involve lawyers on both sides, as well as a
judge. 124 These differences make the preliminary hearing more adversarial, which can have a
significant impact by taking away the one-sidedness or non-adversarial aspects of grand juries. 125
Also, the fact that preliminary hearings are open to the public takes away the issue of secrecy
which protects grand jury proceedings. 126 Although some aspects of preliminary hearings might
be more advantageous to defendants, 127 these advantages arguably are not present in cases of
police brutality because of the ways in which prosecutors present almost full cases to the grand
jury in these instances. 128
3.

Training Against Racial Biases

Lastly, the U.S. must develop and implement training designed to mitigate the influence
of racial biases held by police officers, public defenders, prosecutors, judges, and jury members.
Scholarly research has revealed that a significant portion of such disparities in policing may be
attributed to implicit racial biases. 129 Subconscious racial associations influence the way police
officers perform their jobs. Police officers often make fast decisions with imperfect information,
activating these biases to fill in missing information, which in turn, allows individuals to make
decisions in the limited time they have based on assumptions that are most likely not true.
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Research has shown that the vast majority of Americans implicitly associate Black people
with adjectives such as “dangerous,” “aggressive,” “violent,” and “criminal.” 130 This implicit
racial association of Black people with dangerous or aggressive behavior increases police
officers’ willingness to employ violent force against them, which as we have seen, can often turn
out deadly. 131 Studies have also shown that it is possible to control the effects of implicit racial
biases on individual decision making. 132 The best approach would be to collaborate with political
leaders and scholars to develop the most effective training programs to reduce the influence of
implicit bias on our government officials. While our laws may seem “racially neutral” 133 on their
face; these laws have proven to be insufficient to eliminate racial bias and racial disparity
amongst prosecutors and police officers in the context of police brutality against Black people.
CONCLUSION
In America, the unfortunate truth is that justice for victims of police brutality is often
never served. America’s justice system is built on practices and policies that shield police
officers from liability and prevent justice for victims. In Berger v. United States, the U.S.
Supreme Court stated that, in order to have police working effectively and efficiently, they need
to be held accountable for their wrongdoings, and prosecutors must seek a just result. 134 Yet
there is a continued denial of justice and disregard for people of color in America is undeniable
and egregious. As a society, we must agree that enough is enough.
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Police officers disproportionately kill Black people in this country with impunity because
our system of policing encourages such violence and our legal system protects the use of such
violence. There is a lack of accountability for police officers and a low indictment rate in cases
involving police brutality largely because of the inherent problems with the grand jury process.
These problems include the prosecutor’s power and control over the grand jury process and the
inherent conflict of interest between prosecutors and police officers. These aspects give
prosecutors nearly unlimited discretion which they can abuse when the suspect is a police
officer. This abuse of power leads to disparity in case treatment and results in grand juries
declining to indict the police officers responsible. In order to combat this abuse of power and
ultimately stop supporting racism by devaluing Black lives, another charging process should be
used – like criminal complaints or preliminary hearings – and at the minimum, implicit bias
training for all criminal justice and legal professionals must be implemented.
Existing laws governing the grand jury process and police officers must be updated to
reflect the publics concerns. As a society, it is time to stand up against the racism that has
entrenched our country since the beginning. It is time to admit our current system is broken, even
by those who might not feel or be affected by the brokenness. As a lawyer, comes the duty to
advocate for the justice of all people and the duty to not allow other government actors to act
without accountability. Police brutality against Black people is an issue much bigger than just
one case, one verdict, one denial of justice, or just one moment. The acts of police brutality that
ended the lives of Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Breonna Taylor, and so many
countless others should not only never occur but should especially result in charges against the
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police officers involved. Like the mayor of Minneapolis, Jacob Frey, said after the death of
George Floyd, “[b]eing Black in American should not be a death sentence.” 135

135

See supra note 113.
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