
In Chicago, Police Go High Tech 

Program uses software and other tools to try to stop crimes before they happen

BY SHIBANI MAHTANI

CHICAGO—In a stuffy room crammed with computer screens, a group of police officers monitored 
high-tech tools that could hold the key to calming surging crime in this city’s most violent 
neighborhoods.

On one screen, they watched a live feed from a surveillance camera of a drug deal happening on a 
nearby street corner. “We’re building a case,” one officer said.

With a few clicks, they can pull up mug shots of known gang members to try to identify the dealers, 
or run a check on the license plates from nearby cars.

Maps on the adjacent screen track shots fired in real time, bypassing 911. On another screen, color-
coded squares mark locations where a computer algorithm has predicted a homicide, shooting or 
robbery might happen next.

“This is our new one-stop shop,” said Chicago Police Deputy Chief Jonathan Lewin, who heads the 
department’s technology solutions. “We have never tracked this information with this specific 
granularity.”

The Chicago Police Department hopes its new Strategic Decision Support Centers— modeled on 
efforts in Los Angeles and New York that have curbed crime in recent years—can help stem the surge 
of violence that has brought national attention to the city.

After Chicago recorded 762 homicides and over 4,000 shootings last year, President Donald Trump 
threatened to “send in the Feds” if the city was unable to quell the bloodshed.

The center in Englewood, on the city’s South Side, is one of six that have been set up so far this year 
in the city’s most violent neighborhoods under a new $6.8-million program.

Early results show promise. In Englewood and Harrison, on the West Side—the two districts 
responsible for over a third of 2016’s violence— shootings have fallen by 30% and 39%, respectively. 
Citywide, the drop is 15%, even in the face of a recent surge in shootings by gangs using highpowered 
weapons that can penetrate police armor.

There is no data yet on whether the technology has helped the clearance rate. But police point to 
success stories.

In one case, a sergeant monitoring a surveillance camera saw a man grabbing an object in the front 
waistband of his pants. Correctly guessing that it was a gun, he instructed officers in the area to stop 
and search the man, who was out on parole and was arrested on a gun charge.

Chicago police worked with the Los Angeles Police Department, which has been experimenting with 
an algorithm to forecast crime since late 2011. Their software, PredPol, pulls historic crime data to 
predict where something might happen next.
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Chicago is using a similar predictive tool, HunchLab, among others, to build out the Strategic 
Decision Support Centers. Every officer in the district has to spend time at the center, says Kevin 
Johnson, commander of the Englewood district, so they can understand how the technology works.

Chicago has also invested heavily in ShotSpotter, which detects gunshots as they happen and feeds 
that information into the police department’s technology platform. ShotSpotter, which is used by law 
enforcement in over 90 cities across the world including New York, Minneapolis and Miami, allows 
police to respond immediately to a shooting and know the exact location, rather than waiting for a 911 
call.

The New York City Police Department, which is rolling out the technology across all five boroughs, 
says ShotSpotter helped police recover 57 guns and make 55 arrests in 2016.

“We’re still seeing many shots-fired incidents, as they go unreported to police, but ShotSpotter alerts 
us to them,” said Jessica Tisch, the NYPD’s deputy commissioner of information technology.

Police in Minneapolis say ShotSpotter, which covers about 4 miles of the city, has helped them 
recover eight times more casings since the technology was rolled out in early 2008.

In Chicago, the centers are helping police get illegal guns off the streets. “We are responding better to 
crime and are more visible in these areas,” said Englewood’s Commander Johnson. “Citizens are 
telling us they want us there, they are telling us to help in these problem areas.” —Zolan Kanno-
Youngs contributed to this article.
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Lt. Laura West leads a discussion about anticrime technology at the Chicago Police Department 
District 007 earlier this week.

Saturday, 05/13/2017  Pag.A003




