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Good afternoon. 
 
As the President has so aptly described it, the United States is in the midst of a slow, rolling 
crisis of confidence between law enforcement and many communities, particularly 
socioeconomically challenged and diverse communities.  That's sometimes characterized as a 
headlong conflict between the needs of law enforcement and the requirements of civil liberties in 
those communities. 
 
But it does not have to be a headlong conflict.   The best, most effective law enforcement relies 
upon and wins the freely-given cooperation and trust of the community by making respect for 
civil liberties an integral part of how the law is enforced.  And that's why it is my particular 
honor to be here today as a representative of federal law enforcement to introduce the nation's 
chief of Civil Rights enforcement, Vanita Gupta, who leads the Department's Civil Rights 
Division. 
 
To set the stage for Ms. Gupta's remarks, the Lawyers Committee asked me to take just a 
moment to talk about the Colorado context, and how law enforcement is working to address that 
slow, rolling crisis.  There are many facets to that effort.   I'd like to touch on two very current 
aspects of our work that illustrate our efforts to build community trust in law enforcement while 
effectively enforcing the law and protecting the community. 
 
Specifically, I'd first like to offer a few observations on our response to the recent spike in gang 
violence in Denver, and second, our response to recent cases in which young women from the 
Denver Metro area have attempted to travel to Syria to join up with the Islamic State and violent 
extremists there. 

 
Thinking & Acting Anew:  21st Century Law Enforcement 

 
Let me explain why these responses illustrate our office's efforts to ensure that crime fighting 
and civil rights enforcement work together to protect the community, build community trust and 
honor civil rights.   
 
Earlier this year, the President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing issued its lengthy 
report.  The report contains many worthwhile recommendations and the Department of Justice 
has weighed in in support of them.  But when I read the Task Force report, one particular 
recommendation jumped out at me.  Recommendation 1.6 of that report states simply:  "Law 
enforcement should consider the potential damage to public trust when implementing crime 
fighting strategies." 
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That recommendation caught me up short -- not because it was odd or surprising; after all, stated 
that way, it's just common sense.   It caught me up short because it states so directly what is, in 
fact, a sea-change in law enforcement thinking.  Considering the broader impact of law 
enforcement activity on community trust is not traditionally the way that we in law enforcement 
have analyzed crime fighting in a particular situation.  For example, when we plan a large drug 
or gang take-down with dozens of arrests, we're worried first about the safety of officers, 
bystanders and the accused; next we're concerned about making sure we successfully arrest the 
accused, and third, we're focused on collecting additional supporting evidence.  How the 
operation will impact the community more broadly and influence community trust in law 
enforcement is generally just taken as a given -- if we take criminals off the street, the 
community will be safer, the community will be happy, and the community will trust us. 
 
But of course, it's far more complex than that, as events around the country in the past year have 
shown, particularly in communities that experience constant, heavy police and law enforcement 
activity.  So, how do we address these complex and difficult events?   Well, there aren’t easy 
answers.   But President Lincoln gave advice that still rings true today when he said during a far 
greater crisis, “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present.... As our case 
is new, so we must think anew, and act anew.”   I think President Lincoln would approve of 
Recommendation 1.6 – in a few short words, in response to the stormy present, it articulates 
profound and necessary new thinking. 
 

Gang Violence in Denver, Spring 2015:  A Targeted Effort 
 
So, how are we thinking anew and acting anew here in Colorado? You are all aware that the 
Denver Metro area has experienced a significant spike this year in gang related violence.  We 
have seen a rash of shootings and murders in Northeast Park Hill and in the North Central part of 
the city.  This is not the first time that Denver has seen a period of greater gang violence -- 22 
years ago, in 1993, we experienced the "Summer of Violence" in the same part of the city.  We 
are determined to make sure that this summer is not a repeat performance. 
 
The strategy of the past – the dogma of the past, so to speak – even the recent past, has generally 
been boots on the ground; heavy and constant police activity; offender sweeps that scoop up 
comparatively minor offenders along with, hopefully, the truly dangerous.  I know that because I 
personally have been involved in that sort of law enforcement response, done with the best of 
motives and out of a sense of the need to "do something," coupled with the perceived lack of 
good alternatives.  Whether the strategy would undermine the community’s trust in law 
enforcement by being overbroad or by implicitly sending the message that law enforcement 
believed the entire community to be, somehow, “criminal,” was not really something factored 
into the analysis.   And both short-term and long-term damage resulted. 
 
Our response today, though, is far more focused.  The number of gang members who are actually 
pulling the trigger and shooting others is small.  In fact, it may be tiny, though the damage done 
is large.  The number of gang members who are actively supporting those dangerous offenders is 
also small.   Today, our efforts use the best available technology and a lot of old fashioned 
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investigation shoe-leather in the community to identify those violent criminals specifically, target 
them for investigation, and then get them off the street.   Our office on the federal side, along 
with the Denver DA, ATF, Denver and Aurora police have teamed up in the Denver Crime Gun 
Intelligence Center (CGIC) to use firearms spent cartridge casing tracing technology as well as a 
technology called "Shot-Spotter" which can pinpoint the exact location of a gunshot in seconds 
so that police can respond – in seconds.  By responding to the scene of a shooting so quickly, law 
enforcement demonstrates – in action -- its concern for the safety of the neighborhood.   
Neighbors come forward; witnesses appear. 
 
And of course, there’s a lot of pounding the pavement as well.  To be successful, we need the 
community to trust and work with us to address the threat. 
 
Will we be successful?  Yes.  It's just a matter of time, and hopefully not much time.  And by 
taking this laser-like approach, coupled with community outreach, we are keeping in mind the 
effect of our actions on the community, and we plan to maintain and build upon the trust of the 
community in what we're doing, and protect civil rights in the process. 
 
You might say:  wait, that's not civil rights, that's just law enforcement.  Yes, I suppose that it is 
law enforcement; but it's law enforcement done right, with community trust and civil rights right 
at the top of our list of considerations. 
 

Addressing Online Violent Extremism:  A Community-Centered Approach 
 

That brings me to my second example of thinking anew and acting anew:  Our response to recent 
cases in which young women have attempted to travel to Syria to join the Islamic State that is 
terrorizing much of Syria, Iraq, and most recently, Libya.  You may know that in one of those 
cases, Shannon Conley, we charged the case -- material support of a terrorist organization -- and 
Judge Moore ultimately imposed a sentence of four years.  In the other case, involving three 
young women -- high school girls, really -- we did not charge them with a crime, and instead, 
returned them to their families. 
 
I am not going to comment on those cases specifically other than to note that the ultimate 
charging decisions depended very much on the specific facts and circumstances of each 
case.  And that will be true going forward in any other cases that may present themselves. 
 
But our response is far broader than merely evaluating and acting on these cases.   Ultimately, 
our goal is to ensure that we never ever again have to make a charging decision in such a case 
here in Colorado, because no other case ever arises.   
 
We are facing a 21st Century challenge.  With the easy access provided by the Internet, violent 
extremism knows no geographical or territorial boundaries.   Its insidious, distorting reach 
extends equally to Colorado as it does to every other part of the United States and for that matter, 
every other part of the world.  And critically, it is not confined to any one religion or 
ethnicity.   It is certainly true that Islamic State extremists pitch their evil Internet message in 
terms of an unrecognizable distortion of Islam.  But white supremacist extremists frequently 



Remarks & Introduction of Vanita Gupta 
John Walsh 
May 19, 2015 
 

4 
 

pitch their evil Internet message in terms of an unrecognizable distortion of Christianity.   We 
must address all of those threats, as well as other Internet threats that would victimize our young 
people. 
 
So, what does that broader response look like?  Well, you may not be aware of the fact that 
Colorado has a large and extremely diverse refugee community from Asia, Africa, the Middle 
East and elsewhere:  Muslim, Christian, Buddhist, almost every imaginable combination of race, 
religion and ethnicity.  Over the last two years, starting well before these incidents, our office has 
worked to reach out to the refugee community on civil rights issues, first and foremost.   
Discrimination against refugees is real.   
 
But in the aftermath of the three young women attempting to travel to Syria in the fall, at the 
request of the community (which was horrified), we redoubled and focused those efforts.  In 
November, we held a series of meetings – in a mosque, in a school, in government offices – to 
address the threat from online extremists, but also from other internet predators.    
 
That was just a start, however.  We have continued outreach in the schools, and have a larger 
meeting with school district representatives and community members set for next week.  And we 
are planning the most important set of meetings – a series of listening sessions so that 
communities can describe their needs.  Our goal is to work toward a community-based 
prevention approach, and to help communities develop the tools they need to protect themselves, 
without law enforcement involvement. 
 
The bottom line is that we are working hard today to work with all communities that might be 
targeted by extremists for recruitment to build a bridge of understanding and support that will 
defeat these terrible ideologies far more effectively than any arrest or prosecution.       
 
But the key to that, for refugee communities, is for not just the government, but broader civil 
society, to work to break down the walls of isolation and alienation that so easily form around 
newcomers to our society.  These communities are not going away; we cannot avert our eyes and 
hope for the best.  Instead, we should extend a welcoming hand. 
 

Challenge to the Colorado Lawyers Committee 

And so, I have a challenge to the Colorado Lawyers Committee.  This organization has a long 
and storied tradition of outreach, support and legal advocacy for disadvantaged communities.  As 
just one example, the Hate Crime Education Program has been extraordinary over the years, as 
have been the Legal Nights programs and other legal support work by this Committee.   And so, 
in the spirit of that tradition, today I would challenge the Lawyers Committee to use that 
expertise, experience and commitment to bring those programs, that effort, to the array of 
refugee communities, to assist them broadly, and to bring to them, in practice, the commitment 
to civil rights, tolerance and justice that our Constitution embodies.   And I would be happy to 
work with you to begin the process of doing so.  Turns out there is a meeting next week… 
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Leading the Civil Rights Division:  Vanita Gupta 
 
Now, having described these two examples of our response here in Colorado to the slow rolling 
crisis of community trust in law enforcement, it is my great honor to introduce a speaker who is 
leading the United States in its response. 
 
Vanita Gupta is a graduate of Yale University and NYU law school.  She served for many years 
as a lawyer with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and then the ACLU, winning a number of 
signal and nationally famous civil rights victories that are worthy of an entire presentation in 
themselves.  Her professional life has been dedicated to the cause of civil rights, civil liberties, 
and equal justice for all. 
 
But perhaps the greatest illustration of her character is this:  In October 2014, President Obama 
asked her to become the Assistant Attorney General for the Civil Rights Division, on the heels of 
a nominee for that position being rejected by the Senate for having helped file a brief in a capital 
case making a constitutional argument later accepted by the court, and in the midst of the 
Ferguson, Missouri unrest and civil right investigation and the Eric Garner death investigation in 
New York.  Without hesitation, Vanita Gupta said yes.  When others were running away from 
the fire, she ran toward it -- to help.  And help she has. 
 
And so, ladies & gentlemen, I present to you a great lawyer and a courageous American, Vanita 
Gupta. 
 


