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These provisions may violate the U. S. Constitution’s “free speech” protection when 
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This was the reason for passing the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Law in 1861.  

in 1863.  St. Louis and Kansas City generally sympathized

 

 

 

 

 

 

Under state law, Kansas City’s police department 

by a board of police commissioners composed of Kansas City, Missouri residents 

(four under current law), plus the mayor.  

from partisan political activity.  Police officers and employees are barred from making political contributions

or soliciting votes for political candidates

general fund revenues to the police department.  

Kansas City is the only city in the nation 

U.S. cities didn’t start having

American democracy was 

While the earliest police departments were controlled locally, 

based on reform models from London, England and New York City, 

departments, often governed by boards of police commissioners

governor.  Missouri passed a 

Appointed boards frequently were used 

on the theory that citizen boards would be insulated from local political pressures and corruption.  

seen as “legislative” and political.  It was hoped 

Reality soon eclipsed theory.  In the 1800’s, 

political parties.  Cities were urbanizing while state legislatures remained more rural.  

could use their police board appointive powers to keep cities’ police departments on short leashes 

other party.  Relationships were cozier when the same party controlled the local and state scenes.

state legislatures passed laws for governor

“Machine politics” dominated many cities following the Civil War.  K

mercantile and financial center.  Politics 

strong organizations.  That changed in the late 1800’s with 

riverfront wards.  Patronage employment

governors friendly to “Big Jim” appointed 

Jim Pendergast’s younger brother Tom 

new levels.  He added blatant election fraud to the 

riverfront into the new middle-class parts of 

control extended to county and state government, including his own 

name police commissioners who allowed

and patronage employment in the police force.

The Missouri Supreme Court declared the Metropolitan Police Law unconstitutional in 1932 because 

no limit on the amount of funding the City had to provide to the police department.  Instead of amending the law

keep it in force, the governor let Kansas City have its own “home rule” police department.  That and other excesses 

became so flagrant and violent in the 1930’s 

prosecutions, followed by election of the Citizens Association’s 

elections.  As part of the reform, the Metropolitan Police Law was re

city funding to address the constitutional problem

The Board and Department have since 

have appointed recognized civic leaders, not “hacks

because its board governance is free from 

may violate the U. S. Constitution’s “free speech” protection when a commissioner or officer is off duty and acting as a private citizen

the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Law in 1861.  A similar state statute was passed for Kansas City in 1861, but it was repealed 

ized with the Union.  Missouri’s governor in 1861, Claiborne Fox Jackson, 

Kansas City’s police department since 1874 (except briefly in the 1930’s) 

by a board of police commissioners composed of Kansas City, Missouri residents appointed by the governor

plus the mayor.  Commissioners serve staggered four-year terms

olice officers and employees are barred from making political contributions

or soliciting votes for political candidates.
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  State law requires the City to allocate at least 1/5

department.  The City Auditor is allowed to audit the 

nation with a governor-appointed police board.  What’s th

It’s About History 

start having formal police departments until the decades preceding the 

American democracy was young and states and cities were experimenting with local government

police departments were controlled locally, state legislatures 

models from London, England and New York City, began 

governed by boards of police commissioners, including appointment

passed a “Metropolitan Police Law” for St. Louis in 1861 and

Appointed boards frequently were used in those days for administration of city services based, in part, 

that citizen boards would be insulated from local political pressures and corruption.  

It was hoped citizen boards would be non-political “administrative

In the 1800’s, city and state governments frequently were controlled by opposing 

Cities were urbanizing while state legislatures remained more rural.  Governors 

appointive powers to keep cities’ police departments on short leashes 

.  Relationships were cozier when the same party controlled the local and state scenes.

for governor-appointed police boards in order to control police deployment

cities following the Civil War.  Kansas City was different

olitics “took a back seat” to commerce.  Neither Democrats nor Republicans had 

in the late 1800’s with Democrat Jim Pendergast’s rise to power in the City’s 

Patronage employment, illegal gambling and vice in his saloons and hotel

appointed Kansas City’s police board.  Kansas City police boards became 

Jim Pendergast’s younger brother Tom took over before Jim died in 1911.  Tom Pendergast took corruption

election fraud to the Pendergast tool kit in order to extend his 

parts of town growing to the south.  He was very successful

state government, including his own hand-picked candidates for governor, who 

who allowed widespread gambling, liquor (Prohibition 1920 – 1933)

olice force.    

ourt declared the Metropolitan Police Law unconstitutional in 1932 because 

ity had to provide to the police department.  Instead of amending the law

governor let Kansas City have its own “home rule” police department.  That and other excesses 

in the 1930’s that the Pendergast empire ended under an avalanche of 

the Citizens Association’s mayoral and city council reform 

he Metropolitan Police Law was re-enacted in 1939, but with 

to address the constitutional problem.  It has continued to this day. 

since functioned as intended, scandal-free for 74 years.  G

, not “hacks.”  The Department is highly regarded national

from political pressures.  “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it?” 

officer is off duty and acting as a private citizen. 

for Kansas City in 1861, but it was repealed 

 was committed to the South.
 

briefly in the 1930’s) has been governed 

appointed by the governor 

year terms and are prohibited 

olice officers and employees are barred from making political contributions 

to allocate at least 1/5 of its annual 

City Auditor is allowed to audit the Police Department.  

What’s this all about? 

the decades preceding the Civil War.  

experimenting with local government.  

state legislatures in the mid-1800’s, 

began authorizing city police 

appointment by a state’s 

for St. Louis in 1861 and Kansas City in 1874.  

city services based, in part, 

that citizen boards would be insulated from local political pressures and corruption.  City councils were 

rative” bodies. 

frequently were controlled by opposing 

overnors quickly found they 

appointive powers to keep cities’ police departments on short leashes if controlled by the 

.  Relationships were cozier when the same party controlled the local and state scenes.  During the Civil War, 

deployment in the cities.
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ansas City was different.  It was a healthy 

either Democrats nor Republicans had 

Jim Pendergast’s rise to power in the City’s 

oons and hotel were tolerated when 

became compromised. 

Tom Pendergast took corruption to all 

his influence beyond the 

He was very successful.  By the 1920’s, his 

candidates for governor, who let him 

1933), vice, election fraud 

ourt declared the Metropolitan Police Law unconstitutional in 1932 because then it placed 

ity had to provide to the police department.  Instead of amending the law to 

governor let Kansas City have its own “home rule” police department.  That and other excesses 

ended under an avalanche of state and federal 

reform slate in the 1940 city 

but with a 1/6 cap (now 1/5) on 

overnors of both parties 

The Department is highly regarded nationally, in large part 



Yes, Tom Pendergast is dead.  But corruption isn’t.  

its “Squad 2” public corruption unit to 

since Pendergast.  Three 

or were convicted of bribery in 1995 

of the councilmembers and the Port Authority official 

pled guilty to perjury in one of the cases

Two city union officials 

money laundering with a city councilmember

for bribery and racketeering involving the 

bribery and mail fraud for steering contracts

Jackson County legislator, while acquitted of

1999 of tax evasion and was sentenced to 

soliciting loans from lawyers who appeared

councilmember was convicted of mortgage fraud in 2007.  

campaign finance laws in 1999.  None of these corruption cases involved the Police Department or 

City Hall controls the Fire Department.  Firefighter representatives 

councilmembers about firefighter issues to get 

relatives and friends make for a sizeable number of voters.  

councilmembers never hear from police representatives

governance.  2,100 police officers and civili

police officer at a neighborhood meeting quietly suggested 

If the Police Board structure has kept corruption out of the Depart

price to taxpayers.  The Board proudly protects its independence

has been irresponsible with firefighter pay

vs. "local” control.  It’s money . . . getting all
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The Citizens Association of Kansas

It’s About Corruption 

Yes, Tom Pendergast is dead.  But corruption isn’t.  As recently as the 1990’s, 

corruption unit to focus on a wave of local political corruption

Three city councilmembers and the head of the City’s Port Authority 

or were convicted of bribery in 1995 – 1997 in zoning, casino and employment corruption 

ouncilmembers and the Port Authority official went to federal prison.  A 

in one of the cases.   

Two city union officials in 1996-1997 went to federal prison, one on guilty pleas 

ouncilmember in the employment corruption case and another on jury

the speaker of the Missouri House of Representatives.  The 

bribery and mail fraud for steering contracts to a public relations firm, drawing a four-year federal prison sentence.  

, while acquitted of bribery and embezzlement charges in a different 

of tax evasion and was sentenced to three years in federal prison.  A municipal court judge 

who appeared before her and was sentenced to over two years in pris

was convicted of mortgage fraud in 2007.  Another city councilmember 

of these corruption cases involved the Police Department or 

It’s About Politics 

City Hall controls the Fire Department.  Firefighter representatives haven’t been bashful about contacting city 

to get “seven votes” on the 13-member city council.  

nds make for a sizeable number of voters.  City councilmembers pay attention.  

from police representatives.  Some believe that might change without police board 

civilian employees plus relatives and friends is a lot of voters

police officer at a neighborhood meeting quietly suggested that Councilmember “So-and-So” didn’t support the police

It’s About Money 

corruption out of the Department for the last 74 years, there 

protects its independence and many believe it has been reluctant to consolidate

functions with City Hall to save tax dollars.  City Hall this year had to resort 

to withholding funding for police raises to get the Department to join the 

City’s health insurance program, saving as much as 

Police Department has its own operations for human resources, 

and information technology.  Perhaps much of this 

with City Hall’s operations under “local” control.  T

proposed budget for these administrative operations (

services) for 2013-2014 is nearly $20.0 million.  Assuming consolidation 

efficiencies of 5% - 6%, approximately $1.0 million 

There’s a bigger issue.  Public safety (police, fire

been consuming more and more of the City’s G

years, 69% of the General Fund for 2014, seriously

and bridge repairs, parks, dangerous buildings, vehicle 

replacement, City bonded debt and unfunded pensions

Department is the City’s largest department, consuming 

of the City’s General Fund.  The Fire Department takes 20% of the General 

Fund.  This isn’t sustainable.   

Many believe Police Board cooperation with City Hall 

has been modest, but that City Hall doesn’t “have its act together

Employee pay is the largest expense for all departments

practice, the Police Board follows City Hall’s lead and sets police pay at or 

near what City Hall has negotiated with firefighters.  

with firefighter pay and benefits over the years.  For them, the real issue isn’t 

all public safety costs under control . . . and that starts with City Hall.

The Citizens Association of Kansas City 
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As recently as the 1990’s, the FBI had to expand 

political corruption on a scale not seen 

ouncilmembers and the head of the City’s Port Authority pled guilty to 

loyment corruption cases. Two 

went to federal prison.  A city council assistant 

1997 went to federal prison, one on guilty pleas for mail fraud and 

and another on jury-trial convictions 

.  The speaker pled guilty to 

federal prison sentence.  A 

a different case, was convicted in 

A municipal court judge pled guilty in 2005 to 

before her and was sentenced to over two years in prison.  A former city 

 pled guilty to violating 

of these corruption cases involved the Police Department or the Police Board.   

bashful about contacting city 

.  1,200 firefighters plus 

City councilmembers pay attention.  On the other hand, city 

change without police board 

is a lot of voters.  And what if a 

didn’t support the police?   

the last 74 years, there may have been a 

been reluctant to consolidate 

save tax dollars.  City Hall this year had to resort 

to withholding funding for police raises to get the Department to join the 

saving as much as $1.0 million.  The 

human resources, finance 

uch of this could be consolidated 

The Police Department’s 

operations (payroll and contract 

million.  Assuming consolidation 

million could be saved.   

fire and ambulance) has 

General Fund in recent 

seriously limiting funds for street 

dangerous buildings, vehicle and equipment 

and unfunded pensions.  The Police 

Department is the City’s largest department, consuming nearly half (46%) 

t takes 20% of the General 

Police Board cooperation with City Hall to reduce costs 

have its act together” either.  

for all departments.  In actual 

Police Board follows City Hall’s lead and sets police pay at or 

as negotiated with firefighters.  Many believe City Hall 

issue isn’t the police board 

under control . . . and that starts with City Hall. 


