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Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority (MBTA)

Nation's 4th largest mass transit 
system 
Serves a population of over 4.5m 
people in 175 cities and towns
Covers an area of 3,244 square miles
183 bus routes, 3 rapid transit lines, 5 
streetcar (Central Subway/Green Line) 
routes, 4 trackless trolley lines and 13 
commuter rail routes
Over 40,000 youth ride system daily



MBTA Stations

Located near schools
Geographically bound 
by 5 autonomous 
Transit Police Service 
Areas
Located in culturally and 
economically diverse 
neighborhoods



MBTA Transit Police workforceMBTA Transit Police workforce

250  officers250  officers
61  officers of color (24%) 61  officers of color (24%) 
24/7 full service operation24/7 full service operation



Less than a decade ago…
Youth disorder was a problem
Rising youth crime
Passengers were intimidated and were avoiding using 
the transit system
Perceived racial prejudice against a minority school 
population by a majority white ridership
Zero tolerance approach adopted
Police approach was heavily criticized – quantitatively 
oriented
Normal teen behavior was being dealt with as criminal



Anonymity
Their presence was intimidating for others 
Unruly teen behavior and allegations of fights, 
robberies, assaults, damage, graffiti and youth 
disorder 
Services regularly disrupted – pulling emergency 
cords-holding doors open- foul language
Community was demanding action
Strong media interest 
Hundreds of juveniles arrested for disorderly behavior
and low-level or status offenses

Youth on the MBTA



By 2001, the traditional approach had resulted in 
lawsuits, public outcries and sometimes 
Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) issues 

Accusations of unfair and discriminatory tactics when 
dealing with normal teen behavior- no empathy

Courts questioned value and validity of arrests as well 
as wasted resources - back logs 

Juveniles were getting criminal records for trivial 
misdemeanors

No real reductions in levels of crime 

Juvenile Justice Center lawsuit filed – No confidence 
vote in Chief - May 2001



MBTA Transit Police 
Pre-2003

Quality of life arrests encouraged
Community policing not supported





What harm can poor relations with 
youth cause a police organization ?



A mandate for change…



Blue print toward success



New Approach – Plan of Action
Various data sources analyzed

Arrest & summons
Crime, detection and intelligence data
Calls for service
Customer complaints
Youth and staff surveys
Ridership levels 

Field observations, environmental audits, focus 
groups and interviews
Customized assessment of youth issues on the T
Cultural and psychological analysis of juvenile 
travellers



SARA method of problem-solving

SCAN 

ANALYSIS

RESPONSE

ASSESSMENT



SCANNING AND ANALYSIS



Boston Public Schools at a glance

Student Demographics:

[Mayor] “Menino went on to describe the evolution of the racial 
landscape of Boston, a city that is now a “Majority-minority” city, in 
which minorities outnumber whites.  One in four residents of Boston 
are born outside of the US and 140 languages are spoken in the city”

DailyFreePress.com, 11/13/03

41%

35%

14%

9% 1% 0%

Black
Hispanic
White
Asian
Multi-Racial
American Indian



Disorderly youth in public places

A common and troubling problem

Dealing effectively with youth 
disorder requires considerable 
skill, sensitivity and resources

Police must balance youths’
rights against complainants’
rights

Insert picture of kids 
on transit system

Source: The Problem of Disorderly Youth in Public Places, Michael Scott, COPS

Police must at times be firm and at times be 
flexible with adolescents and remain sensitive to 
how the public will perceive police actions



Gathering  data



What we learned….
Many issues involving youths on system carried over 
from school
Transit interchanges created opportunities for crime 
and disorder – large volumes of students from 
different schools converged at same time
Anonymity of students travelling on system allowed 
them to misbehave and evade detection
Young people were often unaware of the effect of their 
rowdy behavior on others- “Got Respect” Campaign

Truancy was an issue



86% of students from Boston Public Schools were 
from minority ethnic groups

76% of MBTA Transit police were white

Aggressive, non thoughtful and provocative police 
responses exacerbated problems with youth

Offender based strategies focused on identifying, 
arresting and prosecuting juvenile offenders, did 
little to address the problems

Transportation unions – difficulty in changing 
operators’ schedules

What we learned (cont)



What we learned
Young people were both perpetrators and victims

Concentration of incidents between 6:20-8:00am 
and 1:30-3:00pm 

Male / Female – level of incidents almost the same



What we learned (cont)

Young people also felt unsafe – survey found that 
they felt most vulnerable on the transit system

Increased police presence “backfired” and actually 
led to a battleground for youth to resolve disputes

Police visibility was not accompanied with a plan or 
goal 

Problems remained despite police response and 
high arrest numbers



RESPONSE



Response
A multi-facet approach was needed to change 
conditions that gave rise to the problems
Strategy addresses all elements of the crime triangle
Based on situational crime prevention principles to 
reduce opportunities for crime and disorder
Strategy requires multi-agency, coordinated action
We convened a meeting to bring together other 
interested advocates to formulate a problem oriented 
strategy



Inception of StopWatch
Strategic issues retreat with key partners 
Steering group established to oversee delivery of 
program
Alternative strategies for dealing with problematic 
behavior

Comprehensive program of 
integrated activities developed
Continually evolving in 
response to feedback and 
evaluation



A problem-oriented policing approach 
to tackling youth behavior on Boston’s 

public transit system



Can you think of an example in 
your own department where 

outside assistance proved to be 
effective ?



Six key elements of Stopwatch
1.Enhancement – improve interactions with youths 

through enriched policing skill 
2.Engagement – strengthening links with schools 

and the community
3.Education – communicating rules of behavior and 

crime prevention advice
4.Empathy and Respect
5.Enforcement – using appropriate police and school 

disciplinary mechanisms when necessary
6.Environment – improving transport system logistics



Enhancing Police Skills
Training program developed with Juvenile Justice 
Center

Aims to improve understanding of strategies for 
effective interactions and positive engagement

Insight into adolescent development and cultural 
stressors on youth

Covered legal aspects and juvenile justice system

Identified officers that were especially skilled in 
dealing with youth behavior

Over 180 officers trained



“Asking the right 
questions”

“Measuring the 
effectiveness of the 

approach”



Engagement
Strengthened relationships 
with agencies 
Unified and coordinated 
presence at key stations 
before and after school
Aims to reduce anonymity of 
youths
Partners are committed to 
engaging youth in structured 
and positive interactions



Engagement with schools
School engagement is key 
Stopwatch has strengthened agency and police 
relationships with schools
Processes established to improve communication 
about school activities and impact on transit system

Increased participation of school 
administrators
Incorporation of conduct on the 
MBTA into Boston Public 
Schools Code of Discipline for 
2005



Key Partners
Boston Police
Boston School Police
Probation Department
Mass Department of Youth Services
Mass Department of Social Services
Clergy
Boston Center for Youth and Families
Suffolk Law School Juvenile Justice Center
Boston Private Industry Council
School Administrators



Engagement
Stopwatch Team observe 
behavior of young people 
and identify interventions to 
prevent youth offending and 
victimization
Agencies share intelligence 
to prevent and manage 
troublesome behavior 

Vulnerable and at risk youth are referred to agencies to 
get the support they need 
Agency representatives provided with training and free 
travel



Meaningful casual conversation



Keep it open and easy



Education
Communication of rules 
Program of school visits to educate young people 
about crime prevention and how to behave on public 
transport
Education on potential consequences of criminal or 
inappropriate behavior
THINK ABOUT IT! consequence cards issued to youth 
Informal education occurs on daily basis – StopWatch
team dealing with issues as they observe them
Crime prevention advice cell phones, IPods, jewellery  
etc…



THINK ABOUT IT!



Enforcement
Use of school disciplinary mechanisms – generally 
more appropriate and proportionate 
Student travel passes can be withdrawn for violations 
of Code of Discipline 
High visibility and interactive police activities
Arrests for criminal 
activity if appropriate
Truancy patrols
Police Awareness of the 
Impact of DMC
Monitoring cameras



Environmental Improvements
• Improvements made to transit logistics to reduce 

provocations - staggered release times

• Improved signage, station layouts and bus stop 
locations 

• Bus schedules and services matched with school 
demand and youth requirements after school 

• New construction mindful of youth transport designed 
for larger numbers 

• Cameras and more cameras 



ASSESSMENT



Assessment
Successful in reducing youth disorder
Evaluated using various data sources
Independent assessment of response activities
Arrests are no longer the primary measure
81% reduction in juvenile arrests between 1998 and 
2006
More casual interactions  needed to establish comfort 
zones 
Emerging issues identified



StopWatch
A success – fair and effective way of dealing with 
teen disorder

Partnership approach is key

Grounded in community dialogue and cooperation

Helps to identify and 
address problems more 
quickly

Builds on existing 
services within the 
community



StopWatch
Positive changes in officers’ perceptions and 
improved morale

Improved image for the MBTA and MBTA Transit 
Police 

Enhanced public trust and confidence

Fewer complaints and significantly less lawsuits



Changes in Officers’ Perceptions
Officers report feeling less alienated from the 
communities they serve
“Bad” arrests more easily identified and 
reviewed
Reduced arrests for status offenses
Recognition that police departments cannot 
do it all; capitalizing on available resources 
instead of ignoring them 



Success Hinges on Valuable 
Partnerships

Cultivate & nurture inter-agency relationships as 
well as those with youth advocates and service 
provider
Recognize the partners (the more formally the 
better) 
Provide consistent communication
Pool resources
Share credit for successes and failures
Look for charismatic leaders



Improved Image of MBTA Transit 
Police

Changes in Community Perception of MBTA 
Transit Police

Enhanced Public Trust and Confidence
Better press
Fewer complaints

Changes in Juvenile Court Perceptions of MBTA 
Transit Police
Changes in Other Law Enforcement Perceptions 
of MBTA Transit Police 



StopWatch Team


