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A FIRST LOOK AT RACIAL PROFILING IN POLK COUNTY IOWA 
 

Anthony,	  a	  21-‐year-‐old	  African-‐American	  male	  
 
On a recent birthday, Anthony was driving a Mercedes that is owned by his sister.  He 
was driving in a Des Moines High School neighborhood, during the daytime, with one 
African American friend in the car with him.  He was not in violation of any traffic law 
when stopped by the Des Moines Police. 
 
The officer approached and said:  “This is a nice car for a young man to be driving”.  
 
Anthony was told to get out of the car and the officer began an interrogation.  Two other 
police cars joined the stop.  Anthony was asked for, and he provided, his driver’s license 
and registration.  He was told to face the car and the officer asked if he had any sharp 
objects in his pocket.  He replied that he did not.  The officer then told him that he was 
going to be searched.  Anthony was not asked for his consent, nor did he give consent, for 
a personal search or for a search of the car. 
 
Anthony was asked if he had anything in the car that he would like to share.  He said no.  
The car was searched and nothing illegal was found.  
 
During the stop, his friend was also searched & nothing was found. 
 
During the stop Anthony was questioned about drugs and his “lifestyle”.    
 
The stop took about one hour out of Anthony’s day.  At the end, no warnings, tickets or 
citations were issued, and Anthony and his friend were told to leave. 
 
Anthony reports that he is pulled over “all the time”.  No illegal substance or contraband 
has ever been found.  He has never been arrested or charged. 
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THE POLK COUNTY, IOWA RACIAL PROFILING PROJECT  
 

Definition	  
 
Racial Profiling can be defined as any law enforcement action, against an individual, by a 
law enforcement officer that relies, to any degree, on actual or perceived race, ethnicity 
or color in taking action against that individual.  This is differentiated from law 
enforcement action that relies on a specific, suspect description-based notification, an 
individual’s behavior, or other trustworthy information or circumstances, relevant to the 
locality and time frame, that links that person to suspected unlawful activity.  

Racial profiling is one surviving aspect of the long history of racism in the United States. 

Background	  
 
This project was started in the summer and fall of 2013 because of the disconnect 
between the statements made by public officials (including law enforcement 
representatives), who denied that racial profiling was a problem in Polk County, and the 
experience of African Americans and other people of color who consistently relate stories 
of racial profiling.  The project is designed to collect information and to shed light on the 
reality of what is happening in our community and then to make recommendations to 
address any problems that are identified.  
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IOWA:  LEADING THE NATION IN MASS INCARCERATION! 
 
Michelle Alexander, in her seminal book, The New Jim Crow, describes the manner in 
which the current legal structure in the United States, developed over the last 40 years in 
pursuit of the “war on drugs,” has created a new racial caste system every bit as insidious 
as the various racial caste systems that have been used throughout the history of the 
United States to control and subjugate people of color. 
 
At the start of the “war on drugs” in the 1970’s there were approximately 300,000 people 
incarcerated in all jails and prisons in the United States – today there are over 2.2 million 
people in prisons and jails and over 5 million people under “community correctional 
control”.  More than 60% of the people in prison are now racial and ethnic minorities. For 
Black males in there thirties, 1 in every 10 is in prison or jail on any given day. These 
trends have been intensified by the disproportionate impact of the "war on drugs," in 
which two-thirds of all persons in prison for drug offenses are people of color.  
 
We, in the United States, imprison a larger percentage of our population than any 
other country in the world –– including countries that we think of as repressive 
dictatorships.  The people that we incarcerate are disproportionately people of color.  
Primarily African American men.   
 
Iowa, it turns out, is one of the worst states in the disproportionate incarceration of 
people of color.  In January of 2015 Iowa had about 8,200 people in prison.  Of 
these, 2,093, or 26% of the people in Iowa prisons were African American, in spite 
of the fact that African Americans make up 3.2% of the population in Iowa. 
  
In his January, 2015, State of the Judiciary Address to the Iowa Legislature, Mark Cady, 
the Chief Justice of the Iowa Supreme Court, noted that Iowa has the 3rd highest 
percentage of African American men in prison of all the States in the United States.  He 
said:  "Iowa may be a leader in the nation in the statistics showing racial disparities in its 
criminal justice system.  Iowa can also lead the nation in finding solutions to end racial 
disparities." 
 
Racial profiling explains one of the reasons why Iowa has these negative distinctions. 
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A LOOK AROUND THE UNITED STATES, FROM BORN SUSPECT 
 

The NAACP recently conducted an analysis of state racial profiling laws as a part of its’ 
work to end “stop and frisk” practices in New York City.  The results of that work and 
research are contained in the NAACP publication:  Born Suspect.  The report found that: 

• 20 states have no statewide laws explicitly prohibiting racial profiling.  Iowa is among 
the states with no such prohibition.  

• 30 states have some form of racial profiling laws on the books.  Iowa does not have 
any law of statewide application on the books.  Several local jurisdictions do have 
prohibitions.  

• 17 states ban the use of pretextual traffic stops.  Iowa does not ban pretextual traffic 
stops. (A pretextual traffic stop involves a police officer stopping a driver for a 
traffic violation, minor or otherwise, to allow the officer to then investigate a 
separate and unrelated, suspected criminal offense.) 

• 16 states criminalize violations of their anti-profiling laws.  Iowa does not have any 
such law.  

• 3 states allow individuals to seek injunctive relief to stop officers or police departments 
from racial profiling.  Iowa does not have any provision for individual injunctive 
relief.  

• 18 states require mandatory data collection for all stops and searches; 15 require 
analysis and publication of racial profiling data.  Iowa does not have any 
requirement for the collection, analysis or publication of racial profiling data. 

• 18 states require the creation of commissions to review and respond to complaints of 
racial profiling.  Iowa does not have such a commission 
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A SECOND LOOK AT RACIAL PROFILING IN POLK COUNTY, IOWA 

 

A	  25-‐year-‐old	  African-‐American	  male	  	  
 
The young man was driving in the area of 4th & Carpenter neighborhood in Des Moines 
when the police saw him twice.  On the second sighting, the police circled around and 
pulled him over.   The subject reported that his plates and stickers were all current and 
that there was no damage to the outside of the vehicle.  When the police approached he 
was told that he was in an area that was heavily drug infested.  He asked whether that 
made it legal for the police to pull him over.  This comment was ignored by the police.  
Two officers were in the police vehicle.  The police made him take the keys from the 
ignition and then made him get out of the car.  After the initial stop the police were joined 
by another police officer.  The subject was asked for, and he provided, his license and 
registration.  He was personally searched, and his car was searched.  No one asked for his 
consent, and he never gave consent.  Nothing was found and he was released by the 
police with no citation, warning or ticket.  The total time was about 15 minutes. 
 
The young man reported that he has personally been stopped as many as 10 times during 
the year.  He was also a passenger in a car that was stopped in April after being followed 
for several blocks by the police.  He believes that the stops were pretextual.  He has never 
filed a complaint. 
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What	  follows	  is	  the	  transcript	  of	  recording	  of	  a	  communication	  between	  a	  Des	  
Moines	  Police	  dispatcher	  and	  a	  patrol	  car in	  June	  of	  2014	  about	  an	  event	  for	  
African	  Americans	  being	  held	  in	  a	  public	  park:	  	  	  
 
Dispatcher:  Des Moines Police Department  
Police officer: Hey, it’s car number xxxx. 
Dispatcher:   What’s up 
Police officer: Hey, what are you doing? 
Dispatcher:    Happy to be here - saving lives 
Police officer: Hey Hey alright 
Dispatcher:    Laughter - not so much 
Police officer: Yeah - I’m kind of curious what is going to happen in Evelyn Davis Park 
tonight 
Dispatcher:    Why? 
Police officer: Oh. It’s crazy up there 
Dispatcher:    Don’t tell me that shit I don’t want to deal with it 
Police officer: Got that Juneteenth festival thing going on up there 
Dispatcher:    That’s fantastic - you guys going to hang out up there 
Police officer: well we were supposed to be up there from... 
Dispatcher:    Dirty Do rags on (not decipherable) peoples 
Police officer: Yeah Yeah - we were supposed to be up there from 3:00 till 5:00 but 
luckily we got a couple of runs that keep us away 
Dispatcher:    I feel bad for that  
Dispatcher:    Do you guys have bullet proof vests 
Police officer: No 
Dispatcher:    Maybe they should look into something like that 
Police officer: Yeah you think that would be awesome - you think 
Dispatcher:    Well if we give you anything there I’m just going to say stay in the station 
and wait 
Police officer: Yeah I know  - no kidding 
Police officer: The cops can’t wait to get out of there either 
 Dispatcher:    They know shit is going to erupt  and it’s going to be all their fault 
Police officer: Yep exactly 
Dispatcher:    I hate that area 
Police officer: Yep I Hear ya 
Dispatcher:    Your (not decipherable) is 8917 - Trip was 1557 05 27 31 & 49  
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IMPLICIT BIAS 
 

One of the reasons for the continued existence of racial profiling 

Explicit	  Bias	  vs.	  Implicit	  Bias	  

Explicit racism is relatively easy to identify when it occurs.  Examples are now regularly 
appearing in the media.  Polk County has recently had the following examples:   

In June 2014, at Roosevelt High School in Des Moines a student responded to a 
question from the teacher by saying:  “yes, sir”.  The teacher admitted answering 
the student by saying:  “Don’t you mean, ‘Yasser, masser?’” 

In 2015 students in Urbandale High School were overheard calling a female black 
student a slave.  When the teacher intervened a white student responded, “What 
did that n….. say?  You need to go back to where you come from.” 

Implicit bias is more difficult to identify.   “Implicit bias” refers to the relatively 
unconscious and automatic features of prejudiced judgment and social behavior.  
Research has focused on implicit attitudes toward members of socially stigmatized 
groups, such as African-Americans, women, and the LGBTQ community.   

The	  Roots	  of	  Implicit	  Bias	  
 
Nicholas Kristof, an editorial writer for the New York Times, put it this way:  

 
“To better understand the roots of racial division in America, think about this:  
The human brain seems to be wired so that it categorizes people by race in the 
first one-fifth of a second after seeing a face. Brain scans show that even when 
people are told to sort people by gender, the brain still groups people by race. 

“Racial bias also begins astonishingly early: Even infants often show a preference 
for their own racial group. In one study, 3-month-old white infants were shown 
photos of faces of white adults and black adults; they preferred the faces of whites. 
For 3-month-old black infants living in Africa, it was the reverse. 

“This preference reflected what the child was accustomed to. 

Take	  a	  test,	  see	  how	  you	  do!	  
 
Researchers at Harvard University doing research on the functioning of the brain, have 
established simple tests that demonstrate this phenomenon.  Any one can go to the 
website, https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html, and take one of the tests.  
Kristoff closes his editorial by noting that: “It’s sobering to discover that whatever you 
believe intellectually, you’re biased about race, gender, age, disability.” 
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Why	  does	  implicit	  bias	  matter?	  
 
The power of implicit bias comes from the fact that the police have almost unfettered 
discretion in whom to stop and under what circumstances a stop will be made.  Michelle 
Alexander reports that:  “Studies of racial profiling have shown that police do, in fact, 
exercise their discretion regarding whom to stop and search in the drug war in a highly 
discriminatory manner.”  For example: 
 
The ACLU issued a report captioned The War on Marijuana In Black and White in 
June 2013.  The report found that, in Iowa, an African-American is 8.3 times more 
likely to be arrested for marijuana possession than a White person. This is true in 
spite of the fact that Marijuana is used at comparable rates by Whites and African-
Americans. 
 

Three	  incidents	  in	  the	  Beaverdale	  area	  in	  Des	  Moines,	  Iowa.	  	  
  
April 2015 – A Pastor and his passenger were pulled over in Beaverdale by two 
policewomen.  The officers drove past them going in the opposite direction, made a U-
turn and then pulled them over.  When the driver asked why they were stopped, they were 
told it was because they had a light out around the license plate of the vehicle they were 
driving. No ticket or warning was issued.  The Pastor believes that the decision to stop 
the vehicle was made before the U-turn and before the police could see the rear marker 
bulbs. 
  
April 2015 – Two young African American men were pulled over by two policewomen 
on Beaver Avenue in Des Moines.  The police made a U-turn after they passed the young 
men. The Officers asked where they were going, where they were coming from, if they 
lived in the neighborhood.  After checking their identification, insurance and registration 
the policewomen told them they had to go.  No reason was given for the stop.  No ticket 
or warning was issued. 
  
May 2015 – Two African American female teenagers were pulled over by two 
policewomen on prom night.  Marijuana was alleged to be found in the vehicle.  The 
officers told the ladies that the charges would be dropped if they could give them 
information about anyone who illegally had possession of a gun. 
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PRETEXTUAL STOPS:  A LICENSE FOR SUSPICION 
 
When coupled with the unfettered discretion granted to the police, pretextual stops 
become one more link in the chain of disproportionality.  A pretextual stop is one in 
which the officer detains the citizen for a minor infraction (such as a broken taillight or 
minor traffic offense) because the officer actually suspects the person of involvement in 
another, more significant crime (i.e. drug possession). There are numerous, almost 
limitless, minor infractions for which officers can legally pull over a car -- dirty license 
plate, broken tail light, changing lanes without signaling, loud muffler, etc. As such, 
officers are able to choose which cars to pull over and make a claim that something more 
serious might be going on. Police officers are able to make this decision based on age, 
race, and appearance. This is unconstitutional, but difficult to prove.  Michelle Alexander 
asserts that the people stopped are disproportionally people of color.   
 

What	  does	  a	  pretextual	  stop	  look	  like?	  
 
While driving home from the supermarket in August 2014, an African-American male 
came to a stop at the corner of 16th  Street and Forest in Des Moines at a four-way stop.  
A police car approached on 16th Street.  The driver continued to his house a few blocks 
away, turned into the driveway, stopped and opened his car door. 
 
The police car had apparently been following him from the corner at 16th  Street and 
Forest Avenue.  As he was getting out of his car, the police car stopped and turned on its 
red flashing lights.  As the man turned toward the policeman, he believed that the 
policeman had his hand on his gun and heard the policeman say:  “Do you have the 
internet?’ 
 
He responded:  “No – why?”    
 
Police:  “You need to watch the video on You Tube about what happens to people getting 
out of their car when stopped by a police officer.  You need to watch it”. 
 
The man heard this as an overt threat and responded:  “You did not hit your lights till I 
was in my driveway and had already opened my car door.” 
 
Police:  “Let me tell you what I stopped you for.  Your license plate light was burned 
out” 
 
While the verbal exchange was going on, the second policeman in the patrol car was 
circling the car and examining the interior with his flashlight.  Seeing nothing illegal, the 
police left without issuing any citation. 
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FILING COMPLAINTS  

Few	  Complaints	  are	  Filed	  
 
Over the course of this project, representatives of Polk County area police departments 
have stated that very few, if any, complaints are being filed with them by people alleging 
racial profiling. 
   
This is largely true.  Very few complaints have been filed. 
 
African Americans have consistently reported that few complaints are filed because :  
 
• Filing a complaint would be useless; 
• The fear of retribution from the police if a complaint is filed; 
• There is no easy way to file a complaint.  

The	  Process	  of	  Filing	  a	  Complaint	  
 
In two instances where people believed that they had been racially profiled and filed a 
complaint, they reported the following: 
 
• They were required to come to the police station to report the complaint; 
• Both reported being treated poorly at the reception area of the police station; 
• Both reported the interview process as being summary;  
• Both reported that the person doing the initial interview defended the officers 

involved;   
• Both reported being taken to an interview room where the officers, against whom the 

complaint was filed, were allowed to aggressively interrogate them;   
• So far as both people know, no disciplinary action was taken against the police 

against whom the complaint was filed; 
• No final report of any investigation was given to the person filing the complaint. 
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A FINAL STORY 
  

Eddy  - 34 year old African American male 
 
Eddy reported a stop while driving in late November/early December 2014, he was 
driving at about 13th and University in the afternoon at approximately 2:00 pm.  When 
the officer approached the car he stated that: “This is a routine traffic stop”.   
 
When Eddy asked why he was being pulled over the only reply he received was:  
“Where’s the gun and drugs?”  He denied having either.   
 
The officer asked for permission to search the car.  Eddy did not give permission.  The 
officer then stated that he was going to call the drug dogs because he smelled a faint 
smell of marijuana.  Eddy denied the use of marijuana and stated in the interview that he 
does not use any illegal drugs. 
 
Eddy was asked to provide his drivers license and registration.  He complied with the 
request.   
 
During the stop, two additional police cars were called to the scene.  Eddy and his car 
were searched.  Nothing was found.  He was not advised that he had a right to leave.  He 
was not asked for permission to search his person or the car.  During the search he was 
handcuffed. 
 
Eddy was not given any warning, ticket or citation.  No charges were filed and he was not 
taken into custody.   No one was with him during the stop.  The entire stop took about 40 
minutes. 
 
Eddy reports that he was stopped at least 6 times during 2014. 
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CONCLUSION AND A REQUEST FOR ACTION 
 
 

 
While the work of the Racial Profiling Group is not complete, some preliminary 
conclusions can be made.  One is that African Americans in Polk County believe that 
they are being racially profiled.  Another is that change is needed.  These are consistent 
with the conclusions from Born Suspect 
 

IF YOU WANT TO BE A PART OF THE NECESSARY CHANGE 
 

Contact your State Representative and Senator 
 
Arrange a meeting with your local State Representative or Senator to ask them to support 
statewide legislation that would do these things:  
 
1.  Include a comprehensive definition of, and an effective ban on, racial profiling;  

2.  Provide serious consequences for peace officers who engage in racial profiling; 

3.  Ban pretextual stops; 

4.  Require mandatory data collection for all stops and all searches, in all circumstances. 
The data should include perceived race, perceived gender, perceived age, perceived 
nationality; 

5.  Require regular analysis of the data collected to identify racial profiling; 

6.  Mandate a process for receiving and handling complaints that will include an 
independent agent or commission to review and report on complaints of racial profiling 
and regularly publish results of racial profiling investigations; 

7.  Allow individuals to seek legal relief through the court to stop individual law 
enforcement officers and departments from engaging in racial profiling; 

8.  Provide funds for periodically retraining officers about racially biased policing; 

 9.  Provide funds for installing body-worn cameras for monitoring all stops and police 
interactions with the public; 

10.  Require that a handout be provided to the public at all stops that do not result in an 
arrest, setting out the citizens rights to make a complaint if they believe that the stop was 
not justified.  The handout to provide sufficient information to identify the officer making 
the stop, the date, time and reason for the stop.. 
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IF YOU WANT TO BE A PART OF THE NECESSARY CHANGE 
 

Contact your Local Police Chief and Sheriff 
 
Arrange a meeting with your local Chief of Police and County Sheriff, share a copy of 
this report and ask them about their:   
 

1. Policies on Racial profiling and pretextual stops; 
 

2. Complaint procedures; 
 

3. Record keeping for all stops (whether an arrest results or not) of perceived race, 
perceived gender, perceived age, perceived nationality; 

 
4. Plan to implement the use of body cameras; 

 
5. Written policies on the use of force; 

 
6. Training about racially biased policing; 

 
7. Get dated copies of everything! 
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A Personal Note in Closing 
 
When I retired from my law practice in 2011, I did not anticipate becoming an activist on 
issues of racial justice.  Michelle Alexander’s book, The New Jim Crow and the NAACP 
booklet, Born Suspect changed all of that.  Over the last three years I have been 
privileged to become a part of a long overdue movement to address, and end once and for 
all, the continuing racial injustice in our country.  I have been honored to be invited into a 
community of people who had no particular reason to trust me or to share the stories of 
their lives with me.  This report would not have been possible without the willingness of 
the people who were willing to share personal stories.  It is hard to find adequate words to 
express my gratitude for that invitation and trust. 
 
I will forever be grateful to them. 
 
This project would also not have been possible without the active work of numerous 
private individuals, AMOS, branches of the NAACP, Drake Legal Clinic and the ACLU 
of Iowa. 
   
In closing, the following excerpt from a speech Dr. Martin Luther King made in 1966 in a 
commencement address at Oberlin College still pertains:   
 

Let nobody give you the impression that the problem of racial injustice will work 
itself out. Let nobody give you the impression that only time will solve the 
problem. That is a myth, and it is a myth because time is neutral. It can be used 
either constructively or destructively. And I'm absolutely convinced that the 
people of ill will in our nation - the extreme rightists - the forces committed to 
negative ends - have used time much more effectively than the people of good 
will. It may well be that we will have to repent in this generation, not merely for 
the vitriolic works and violent actions of the bad people who bomb a church in 
Birmingham, Alabama, or shoot down a civil rights worker in Selma, but for the 
appalling silence and indifference of the good people who sit around and say, 
"Wait on time." Somewhere we must come to see that human progress never rolls 
in on wheels of inevitability. It comes through the tireless efforts and the 
persistent work of dedicated individuals. Without this hard work, time becomes 
an ally of the primitive forces of social stagnation. So we must help time and 
realize that the time is always right to do right.  Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 
       
       Harvey Harrison 
      harvey@dwx.com 
 


