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How OIR Works…

The OIR approach to civilian oversight is simple in some ways, but I’ve seen people’s eyes glaze over quickly when I try to explain it in detail.  Still, when a listener is polite enough to bear with me, these are the points I try to emphasize:

OIR’s job is to “monitor” the Sheriff’s Department from an independent, outside perspective.

That “monitor” role means a lot of different things.  The core of it, though, is the direct review of all complaint cases against the Sheriff’s Department.

These cases begin with contacts from particular members of the public (like a motorist who believes a deputy treated her unjustly during a traffic stop), or from Department sources (like a supervisor who becomes aware of a potential policy violation, such as a failure to report force against an inmate in the county jail). 

The Department handles about 350 of these cases a year. OIR tracks all of them, from beginning to end, and has opportunities to ask questions and make recommendations at all phases of the Department’s process.

It is, however, the Department’s process:  OIR does not conduct its own investigations into officer misconduct.  OIR also has no actual authority to force the Department to do anything with the investigations that are conducted.

This is humbling, but it’s also fine, and even critically important in some respects.  For several reasons, the Department is best situated to conduct its own investigations and make the final decisions about proper outcomes.  It has the resources – including a dedicated Internal Affairs group – and the expertise to gather the necessary evidence and assess it properly.  It has the knowledge of its own employees and what they need.  And it has the responsibility to stand behind the decisions it makes, for the sake of serving the public at the highest possible levels.
With that in mind, how does OIR fit in, and why does it matter?
Many people would say the police cannot “police” themselves in a credible way.  The conflict of interest is arguably too great.  Furthermore, even people who don’t have inherent or hard-earned suspicions about law enforcement recognize the potential effects of subconscious bias and peer loyalty.

What OIR does have is access to the Department’s files, records, and decision-making process.   Because of this, it can contribute some useful elements to the process.
First, OIR’s outsider’s perspective can help ensure that the Department recognizes all the relevant issues in a given complaint.  Its independence can help ensure that all questions get answered, even though some of those answers might create tension within the Department’s chain of command.  Finally, its knowledge of final outcomes, and the legitimacy of those outcomes, allows OIR either to increase the public’s confidence in the Department’s actions or to increase the pressure on the Department though public expressions of disagreement or concern.

That’s the theory anyway.  After approximately six months of introduction and   adjustment, the OIR “experiment” in Orange County now begins a new phase of increased public reporting and emphasis on reforms.  Because the Sheriff’s Department, beginning with Sheriff Hutchens herself, has been exemplary in its spirit of cooperation during these early months, I am optimistic about the relationship.  The Sheriff and I are both hopeful that Orange County will be the ultimate beneficiary.
