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CRAIG HENDRICKS

Craig’s vast experience and wealth of knowledge comes from his 
decades with the Clark County District Attorney’s Offi  ce, culminating in 
his tenure as Chief of the Special Victims Unit. He supervised attorneys 
on the general litigation team, and specialized in cases such as rape, 
child abuse, and molestation. As one of the most respected trial 
attorneys in the community, he has spent several years volunteering 
to assist with mock trial programs at UNLV’s William S. Boyd School 
of Law and at local high schools throughout Las Vegas.

FRANK JOHAN COUMOU

Frank joins the Dream Team after serving in the United States 
Attorney’s Violent Crimes and Strike Force Unit. Prior to that, he spent 
25 years as a prosecutor in the Clark County District Attorney’s Offi  ce 
where he rose to Chief of the Homicide Unit. He has prosecuted more 
than 120 felony jury trials, and has extensive experience in handling 
high-profi le cases. Frank is also fl uent in Spanish.

De Castroverde Law Group is proud to bring you a team with unparalleled knowledge 

and invaluable experience. From misdemeanors to felonies, in front of juries and 

Nevada Supreme Court justices. With a strong prosecutorial foundation. A commitment 

to advocacy. And the dedication to protecting your rights.

History will remember 2020 as a perfect 
storm of disruptive events. As COVID-19 
spread across the globe, nations urgently ordered their 
residents to stay home to minimize interpersonal contact 
and slow the rate of spread. As the economy slowed 
and unemployment rose to historic levels, the mounting 
death toll dominated the news in the U.S. It was with this 
backdrop of tension and uncertainty that news of George 
Floyd’s death made national headlines in late May and 
reignited the smoldering fire of race relations.

The specific facts of Floyd’s death were particularly 
horrific. For eight minutes, 46 seconds, Derek Chauvin 
knelt on Floyd’s neck as he lay on the street, handcuffed 
and helpless. For many, Chauvin’s callous deafness to 
Floyd’s pleas were emblematic of the historic relationship 
between law enforcement and some of the communities 
they police, particularly the African-American community. 

As the state’s top law enforcement officer and an 
African American, I occupy a unique position at the 
intersection of these groups. To facilitate conversation 
between these groups, this past summer I began a series of 
interactive conversations with legislators, law enforcement 
leaders, police union representatives and community 

BY ATTORNEY GENERAL AARON D. FORD

PATTERN OR PRACTICE
INVESTIGATIONS:

IMPROVING  POLICE  AND  COMMUNITY  IMPROVING  POLICE  AND  COMMUNITY  RELATIRELATIONSONS

EDITOR’S NOTE:
This article, and the two that follow it, present several differing viewpoints on the topic of criminal justice 
in general, and police reform specifically. This information is just one small part of a larger discussion to 
be had on these important topics. The State Bar of Nevada invites members to look for more information on 
future opportunities to participate in this discussion, such as our upcoming member forum on criminal justice. 
Announcements will be posted in the state bar’s weekly eNewsletter and on our website at www.nvbar.org.
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organizers, as well as my fellow peace 
officers here at the Attorney General’s 
Office—the Justice & Injustice Panels. 
Outstanding peace officers throughout 
Nevada are horrified, saddened and 
angered by videos of police brutality. 
Many officers also feel trepidatious 
over being lumped in with bad actors 
or “bad apples,” undermining public 
awareness of their role as dedicated 
public servants. These conversations 
gave me insight on how we can improve 
relationships between law enforcement 
and the communities we serve. 

This new year brings the 
opportunity to improve laws and 
relations between law enforcement 
agencies and the communities they 
serve in Nevada. My office can submit 
proposed legislation to the Nevada 
State Legislature for consideration. 
There are myriad ways to reform our 
criminal justice system, from sweeping 
overhauls to incremental adjustments. 
For our bills, my office 
looked for legislation 
that would be effective, 
focused and appropriately 
housed in the Office of 
the Attorney General. For 
the 2021 Legislative Session, 
we will submit a bill to give the 
Attorney General’s Office authority 
to conduct “pattern-or-practice” 
investigations. 

Defenders of the status quo 
often brandish the phrase “a few 
bad apples” to excuse law enforcement 
officers who have engaged in excessive 
force, unlawful policing or have openly 
violated the constitutional rights 
of individuals, dismissing them as 
exceptions to the rule. But the entire 
saying is “one bad apple spoils the 
whole barrel.” The pattern-or-practice 
investigation will allow us to effectively 
determine whether in fact an instance 
of unlawful policing is the case of one 
individual, or whether there is something 
inherent in the training or culture of 
an agency that has facilitated unlawful 
behavior by a law enforcement officer.

The U.S. Department of Justice 
currently has the authority to conduct 
pattern-or-practice investigations 
of state and local law enforcement 

agencies. The federal legislation was 
crafted in 1994 following the Rodney 
King incident. The officers involved 
were acquitted of criminal charges, 
but two were found liable in a federal 
civil action. However, disciplining two 
officers was not enough to correct the 
pattern and practice of unlawful policing 
in Los Angeles at that time. Between 
1994 and 2017, the U.S. Department of 
Justice conducted 69 investigations into 
police departments, which resulted in 40 
consent decrees.

Unfortunately, in recent years, this 
tool has not been utilized by the U.S. 
Attorney General. Law enforcement 
agencies are not being held accountable 

for patterns and practices of unlawful 
behavior and are not compelled to 
change. Since January 2017, the 
U.S. Department of Justice has not 
initiated a single investigation into a 
law enforcement agency and has not 
entered a single consent decree. Then-
U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions 
encouraged states to assume this 
kind of work, rather than the federal 
government, and issued new guidance 
that limited the scope and usefulness of 
future consent decrees.   

PATTERN
OR PRACTICE
INVESTIGATIONS:
IMPROVING POLICE ANDIMPROVING POLICE AND
COMMUNITY RELATIONSCOMMUNITY RELATIONS

Even if the 
U.S. Department 
of Justice were to 
resume exercising 
its pattern-or-practice 
authority, there are other 
reasons to pass this bill on 
the state level. One of the shortcomings 
of the federal authority is the lack of 
subpoena power tied to the investigatory 
power. If an agency declines to 
cooperate, the U.S. Department of Justice 
is limited in its ability to effectively 
gather information. Furthermore, the 
Nevada Attorney General’s Office is 
much more familiar with the people and 
agencies of our state than the federal 
government. To our office, home means 
Nevada, and we have a vested interest 
in ensuring Nevadans are safe and their 
constitutional rights are protected. My 
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NO MATTER HOW YOU
SPEND THE HOLIDAYS
THIS YEAR OR WHO YOU
ARE WITH...
You are not alone. 

office is also better positioned than 
our federal partners to understand the 
diversity of communities and local 
agencies across our state.

Realizing these benefits, other states 
have given their attorneys general the 
power to conduct pattern-or-practice 
investigations. California was the first state 
to authorize pattern-or-practice authority 
in 2000, followed shortly by Florida. 
Colorado passed similar legislation just 
this past summer. As of the end of 2020, 
approximately half a dozen states have 
passed laws addressing pattern-or-practice 
authority at the state level.

My office’s proposed legislation will 
allow the Nevada Attorney General’s 
Office to investigate where it has 
reasonable cause to believe there is a 
pattern or practice of unlawful policing. 
The objective is to identify and reform 
patterns and practices of excessive 
force; biased or discriminatory policing; 
violations of First Amendment rights; 
or violations of Fourth Amendment 
rights in stops, searches or arrests. This 
investigation will identify whether the 
claims of misconduct were one-off 
isolated incidents by individuals, or 
whether the agency has customs, training 
or systemic deficiencies that contribute 
to misconduct or otherwise enable the 
misconduct to persist.

Typically, pattern-or-practice 
investigations include interviewing 
members of the law enforcement agency, 
meeting with community members 
and organizations, reviewing written 

policies and training materials, 
reviewing internal investigative 

and disciplinary files, reviewing 
body-worn camera footage 
and attending ride-alongs with 

law enforcement officers. Under 
the proposed legislation, all 

information and data collected as part 
of the investigation will be confidential 
until a civil action is filed, with few 
limited exceptions.  

If the investigation reveals a pattern 
or practice of unlawful behavior, the 
Attorney General’s Office will work 
with the agency to identify the pattern or 
practice that is unlawful or any systemic 
deficiencies at the agency, and will 
work with the agency to correct those 
deficiencies. The agency will have 60 
days to make good faith efforts to change 
the identified deficiencies.

If the Attorney General’s Office and 
the agency are unable to agree on reform, 
the attorney general has the authority to 

initiate a civil lawsuit against the agency 
regarding its systemic deficiencies. The 
court will then have the opportunity to 
impose injunctive relief, compelling 
the agency to adopt certain corrective 
measures.

The objective here is not to 
reprimand agencies. Instead, a consent 
decree allows an agency to remedy 
identified problems, repair mistrust 
between the police and the communities 
they serve, and bring about lawful 
and effective policing. It also allows 
officers to ensure that they have the 
training and policies they need to be the 
best law enforcement officers for their 
communities.

Pattern-or-practice authority will not 
solve all our problems. Systemic racism 
presents itself in our society in a multitude 
of ways that are layered and complex. 
Racism is interwoven in institutions as old 
as our country and in recent policies. It 
pollutes relationships as large as those our 
nation shares with other countries and as 
close as our own neighbors and families. 
So too our solutions must be varied, 
layered and complex. This bill is just one 
tool in the toolbox to build a better justice 
system in Nevada. 

As a law enforcement leader, I have 
had the pleasure of working with other 
law enforcement leaders across our state 
who are ready and willing to take up the 
mantle of reform. We are not afraid of 
high standards of excellence. We are not 
afraid of public scrutiny of our methods 
and actions. And we are not afraid of 
examining those parts of our agencies 
and ourselves that can and should be 
made better to protect and serve all 
communities in Nevada. 

AARON D. FORD was elected as 
Nevada’s 34th attorney general 
after serving six years in the 
Nevada Senate, including as both 
Minority and Majority Leader. 
Upon taking office, Ford stressed 
the importance of helping Nevada 
families, with his priority areas being what 
he calls "The Cs:” consumer protection, civil 
rights, criminal justice reform, client service 
and community engagement. He believes the 
job of his office is justice, and he sees each 
day as an opportunity to help and advocate 
for Nevadans from all walks of life.


