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RACISM AS A PUBLIC HEALTH CRISIS  

 
ISSUE BRIEF 

 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND REPARATIONS FOR STATE 
VIOLENCE 
 
Introduction  

This issue brief examines reparations for state violence with a focus on police violence. Whether policing is 

viewed as its own social determinant of health (SDOH) or not, police violence is a form of state violence that 

warrants reparations. It can cause death as well as significantly harm the health of individuals directly 

subjected to violence, their family members, and communities in ways that can span generations. When the 

state is the agent of harm, repair can be challenging because the state is also being called on to create the 

conditions for repair. Nonetheless, reparations have the power to create the conditions for healing and justice, 

in part because it is a form of repair that centers victims’ needs and holds the state accountable for ensuring 

the end of such structural violence. It is not only the health impacts that make reparations relevant to public 

health advocates. It is also the reality that many work for the state and, therefore, governmental entities, such 

as health departments must examine how they may foster state violence. But, just as important, providing 

reparations aligns with public health goals including to create healthy, thriving communities, and eliminate 

structurally driven health disparities.  

The case for reparations in the U.S. is contentious. Moreover, we are living in a time when the federal 

government and the U.S. Supreme Court are taking direct action to suppress and eradicate governmental use 

of race classifications if doing so results in a benefit to underrepresented people of color.1 This legal backdrop 

is important because state violence is disproportionately, although not exclusively, directed against certain 

populations of color. But to abandon reparations work because it contains a racial justice component is to 

abandon the hundreds of public health commitments to address the public health crisis of racism—

commitments made after one of the most publicly shared violent police murders in recent history.2 As a society, 

not only have we continued to witness more of the same but there has been an increase in public acts of state 

violence in the name of immigration enforcement. As such, it is a public health problem that has generally 

worsened, not improved.  

Despite the current atmosphere there is cause for hope that reparations for state violence are achievable. 

State support for reparations does exist. California recently released a comprehensive report on reparations for 

slavery.3 In some jurisdictions local power may be a source for advancing this work. In fact, this resource 

builds on legal technical assistance (TA) provided to members of The Network’s Racial Health Equity Legal 

and Policy Cohort a program in which we partner with and support organizations by using our law and policy 

expertise to help advance cohort members’ racial health equity goals. The TA that facilitated this resource 

included assessing reparation actions for state violence on a local level with a focus on policing.4 These and 

other examples show that reparations work has continued at state and local levels. 

 

https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/topics/initiatives/rhe-cohort/
https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/topics/initiatives/rhe-cohort/
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This issue brief starts with an overview of how to define reparations to create mutual understanding on what 

reparations entail. It next examines health impacts of state violence to demonstrate how reparations are 

squarely a core public health issue. It then assesses the problem of limited data and transparency on police 

violence along with some implications for fact finding and truth telling in the context of reparations. 

The last section concludes with tables that provides practical guidance on what reparations for police violence 

look like in practice, focusing primarily on the local level. It examines four reparations actions: (1) providing 

direct financial compensation; (2) funding services; (3) funding and providing technical support for education, 

art, and memorials; (4) and reviewing policies and practices that enabled state violence to occur.5 Additionally, 

each table examines why the reparations action matters as well as opportunities and barriers related to the 

specific action. This is to help provide insights to guide discussion on process and implementation of the 

reparation action at issue. 

Defining Reparations 

The U.S. lacks a single definition of reparations. In contrast, international human rights frameworks have 

developed a comprehensive concept of reparations. In fact, when the California legislature directed the 

creation of a reparations report “for African Americans, with a Special Consideration for African Americans 

Who are Descendants of Persons Enslaved in the United States” it required that recommendations must 

demonstrate how they satisfy international human rights reparations standards.6 Drawing on these frameworks 

this section examines some of the key components of reparations.7 It demonstrate how reparations are distinct 

from general public health programs to benefit communities without redress for specific harms against 

identified individuals or groups.  

 

Under international human rights frameworks reparations contain at least five distinct elements. Reparations 

must include: (1) restitution—which involves restoring victims to the circumstances they were in before the 

harms occurred or a close approximation; (2) compensation—for material damages, such as actual and future 

lost earnings, as well as for moral damages, and any physical or mental harms; (3) rehabilitation—by  

providing medical, legal, and other services that are “’specific to the victim’” which can include multiple services 

from correcting criminal convictions to job training; (4) satisfaction—which involves restoring victims’ dignity 

through public apologies, memorials,  or other public acknowledgement of truths in ways that do not further 

harm victims and that reflect the state’s “acknowledgement of responsibility and fault;” and (5) guarantees of 

non-repetition—which requires large-scale reforms such as implementing mechanisms to protect certain 

groups (e.g., journalists and medical providers) educating other sectors (e.g., law enforcement and the 

military), and “reviewing and reforming laws contributing to or allowing gross violations of international human 

rights law.”8 

International human rights frameworks answer other important questions, such as:  

• What type of actions are eligible for reparations? Reparations can include acts or omissions by the 

state. For example, when the federal government sat idly by while observing state police assaulting and 

harassing civil rights activists attempting to register to vote, both constituted reparation eligible actions.9   

• Who is the “state” for purposes of reparations? This generally refers to governmental actors but 

may include non-governmental actors acting under the formal or informal authority of the law (e.g., 

citizen organized militia groups or the Ku Klux Klan). The Tulsa Massacre of 1921 is illustrative. Tulsa 

police coordinated with the National guard and “‘deputized hundreds of white residents” as they, along 

with thousands of white residents, violently attacked a thriving Black business district in Greenwood.10 

Here, the “state” includes the police, the National guard, and the white residents (deputized or not) who 

participated in the massacre.  
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• Who is eligible for reparations? In the international context the concept of victim is construed broadly 

without distinction between direct and indirect victims, thus, family members of individuals subject to 

police violence can be eligible for reparations. Victims may also be persons collectively harmed as 

members of a targeted group.11  

• What do reparations look like? Because by definition reparations are multi-faceted, they can take a 

variety of forms such as direct financial compensation “granting access to land, housing, health care, or 

education” as well as “apologies, memorials, and commemorations.”12  

The concept of reparations is robust in the international human rights context and implementation requires 

understanding this framework. Even though the U.S., generally tends to reject the language of human rights in 

the domestic context, reparations are a part of U.S. history. In fact, experts have compiled an extensive 

historical timeline of reparations payments in the U.S. from 1773, judicially or legislatively implemented, by 

federal, state, and local governments, as well as by religious institutions, universities, corporations, and 

communities.13 Thus, reparations in some form—more loosely construed than what is described above—are 

not new. Knowing this history can help build support for reparations and dispel opposition based on 

misinformation about this history.  

Health Impacts of State Violence in the United States 

Police violence is typically justified by the state’s stated interests in maintaining order and safety. What 

constitutes police violence should be broadly construed because numerous actions or in-actions can cause 

harm or death. It can manifest as lethal (deadly) or non-lethal physical and psychological violence. Examples 

include spraying tear gas into crowds or in people’s eyes, beating people with police batons, punching, kicking, 

slamming a person’s head or body into the ground, pulling a person’s hair, putting an individual into a 

chokehold, forcing a person into a position that causes suffocation, and shootings.14 Police violence also 

includes refusing to provide aid or medication to a person in medical crisis, which can cause death, distress, or 

other harms.15 It can encompass unethical technological surveillance that contributes to “’racialized policing’” 

by using “unchecked technological experiments on human subjects,” to unjustifiably surveille Black and 

Hispanic communities which also facilitates higher rates of police interactions in these communities.16 Many of 

these actions, reflect every day state violence—which is the most ignored form of violence when it comes to 

reparations for police violence. Instead, in the U.S. reparations have focused on distinct time limited atrocities, 

such as the Tulsa Massacre, usually decades after the violence 

occurred.   

Police violence also includes immigration enforcement, which is an 

exercise of state power. Immigration-related encounters have recently 

become public displays of violent, dehumanizing, and dangerous 

actions under the guise of immigration enforcement. Physicians for 

Human Rights and the Human Rights Center at Berkely University 

documented misuse of crowd control weapons and found waves of 

misuse that generally corresponded to cities recently targeted for 

immigration “enforcement” which caused: “burns, bruising, and 

abrasions to contusions, lacerations, serious factures, as well as 

ocular and brain injuries” and other serious injuries.17 Justice 

Sotomayor describes the repeated pattern of unwarranted physical 

and psychological terror in her dissent to Supreme Court’s 2025 order 

in Noem v. Perdomo when discussing the federal government’s 

Operation at Large’s race-based immigration actions that targeted  

 

 “Many immigrants and people of 

color were so terrorized by the 

government’s racial profiling, 

arbitrary arrests, and violence that 

they restricted their movement or 

completely sheltered in their homes 

for weeks or months. As a result, 

people delayed or went without 

health care, including prenatal and 

postnatal care and treatment for 

chronic conditions.”  

Human Rights Watch, A Manufactured 
Crisis: Minnesota Communities Terrorized by 
the Federal Government (June 18, 2026) 

JOB TITLE, ORGANIZATION 
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Latinos in L.A. Citing the district court record, she describes “’nearly a dozen masked agents with guns [who] 

‘jumped out of . . . cars’ at a Home Depot, and began ‘chasing’ and ‘tackl[ing]’ Latino day laborers without 

‘identify[ing] themselves as ICE or police, ask[ing] questions, or say[ing] anything else.’” Similarly, “agents 

pulled up in four unmarked cars to a bus stop in Pasadena; ‘the doors opened and men in masks with guns 

started running at’ three Latino men who were having their morning coffee, waiting to be picked up for work.”18 

These tactics are indicative of the psychological terror that state violence can inflict.19  

State violence in the form of policing perpetuates mental health inequities for individuals and communities that 

are over policed. An assessment of police violence 

identified the nature of the violence (state sanctioned), the 

pervasiveness of police, and the positive social standing of 

police which can lead to stigmatization of victims as some of 

the factors that contribute to these impacts.20 One study 

found that the type of police violence an individual is 

subjected to can also shape its mental health impacts which 

can range from psychological distress, suicide ideation, and suicide attempts.21 One need not be a direct victim 

of police violence to experience increases in poor mental health days.22 

Police violence also impacts health by creating economic instability, a SDOH.23 This includes by generating 

health care costs to address its physical and psychological harms. This is especially worrisome as policing has 

become more aggressive towards some groups at the same time when many people have lost health 

insurance.24 For instance, refugees and asylees will soon lose eligibility for Medicaid as aggressive policing of 

immigrants (or perceived immigrants) has become more widespread.25 Such examples underscore the 

intersectional nature of discriminatory state violence and its impacts on health.   

People who are arrested also face significant costs regardless of innocence including legal fees (e.g. bail, 

attorneys fees, and record expungement), medical bills, and lost employment opportunities.26 The UCLA 

surveyed the cost of policing in Louisianna and concluded that policing contributes to economic insecurity— 

noting “[a]fter an arrest, legally innocent people in Louisiana must pay an average of $24,000 in cash bail or 

else remain in jail without having been convicted of a crime.”27 This means less money for meeting basic needs 

like food, housing, and transportation—all of which are SDOHs shaped by structural racism and that impact the 

very individuals who are over policed and brutalized. These are only a few examples of the costs of being a 

victim of police violence, but they illustrate how the financial harms of policing are deeply interlinked with 

health.   

The health impacts of police violence become grimmer when considering disparities in fatalities. People of 

color, including Black and Hispanic people are killed at disproportionate rates by the police relative to White 

people and their population size.28 People with a mental illness or who are experiencing a mental crisis are 

also vulnerable to fatal police shootings.29  Similarly Native American and Alaska Native people face higher 

risks. One study concluded that Native American and Alaska Native people are killed by police at 

disproportionate rates in and around reservations.30 Black women are more likely to be killed by the police 

relative to other women.31 Moreover, it is women who are also often left to fill the gaps of caretaking, grief 

support, and advocacy created in the aftermath of state backed police violence.32 These differences show that 

factors like race, political status, gender, and disability status influence who will be killed by the police.  

This section has identified some uneven impacts of police violence that establish that state violence is an 

intersectional public health issue. Police violence erodes the health of its victims (or ends their lives), and its 

health impacts reverberate out to communities—even to people who will never meet, but who see themselves 

in victims’ experiences. As a public health issue, all remedies must be on the table including reparations. 

Public health departments and other governmental organizations are state agents, and they must be a part of 

the process of repair.  

 

Public health departments and other 

governmental organizations are state 

agents, and they must be a part of the 

process of repair. 
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State Violence: Transparency, Truth, and Trust 

The U.S. does not have a uniform system for tracking police violence. The Federal National Use of Force 

Registry is “open to all federal, state, local, and tribal law enforcement and investigative agencies” but reporting 

is voluntary, and only limited data is released to the public.33 Police actions that cause a person’s death are 

more commonly tracked than other forms of police violence, but primarily by non-state actors.34 Despite calls 

for police reforms, transparency is waning. The current administration issued an executive order to rollback 

prior executive actions to create more transparency around police misconduct.35 Immigrations and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE) has agreed to start wearing body cameras with the condition that the director of ICE may 

restrict public release of footage “‘unless it is in the best interests of the agency’”—a standard that undercuts 

the point of body cameras which is to provide a public recording of the state’s actions.36  

Movement away from transparency has also impacted the non-governmental sector, with at least one non-

state actor who has been a pivotal source of information pulling back from tracking fatal police shootings.37 

Knowledge of police violence comes from private individuals using their cell phones—and even then 

governments have tried to enact laws to criminalize these activities.38 It is no wonder that police violence has 

caught the attention and concern of international human rights bodies that monitor this type of abuse of state 

power.39  

Lack of transparency and data is itself harmful because it allows state abuses to continue on in private. But it 

also speaks to at least one important aspect of reparations: eligibility. Given the lack of transparency, 

reparations proposals should make eligibility for reparations for police violence easy not burdensome. This is 

similar to what others have argued with respect to reparations for slavery: eligibility requirements should be 

easy as it is the state’s lack of accountability, documentation, and transparency that creates barriers to 

establishing eligibility.40 

It is also important to acknowledge that state actors are not homogenous, and state, local, and Tribal 

governments can play a role in increasing transparency. One governmental tool is to create official forums for 

people to tell their truths and the stories of what happened to loved ones who have been killed and cannot 

share their experience. Truth telling can happen at the local level. Problems that governments must solve are 

how to build trust so that these forums are not just performative but allow for open ongoing dialogues that are 

supportive of victims? Why show up if your experience is that the government is often the wrongdoer? Why 

show up when you face potential further targeting and victimization by the state? Why think that the state is the 

solution when it has been the agent of harm?  

While the lack of state transparency calls for other avenues of truth collecting, calling on victims to fill the gaps 

can be transformative but also disappointing and burdensome on victims. In assessing prior endeavors by 

Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (TRCs), Inga Laurent argues that ethical components of official truth 

telling forums require informed consent from victims. This includes sharing information on process, any limits 

on expected outcomes, and on what resource will be available during truth telling initiatives.41 She cautions 

that victims (survivors) often reasonably expect material support when the show up and that TRCs should, 

“stop expecting something for nothing.”42 TRCs should view “the process of truth telling as an exchange” in 

which victims share their truth and receive aid, or, if that is not possible, are at minimum fully informed of this 

before deciding to participate.43  

Moreover, the state must also resist the tendency to smooth over disagreement and push reconciliation in 

ways that can disallow space for continued disagreements—instead they should create forums in which victims 

can choose not to forgive perpetrators.44 Truth telling can be a powerful tool for transparency but requires 

nuance and thoughtfulness. These represent only a few considerations that governments should be mindful of. 

Having clarity on successes and setbacks can help governmental entities create better victim centered 

processes for answering what might initially seem like a very simple question: what happened? 
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Lastly, the U.S. legal system makes it difficult to establish that police have acted unlawfully. As such, what 

constitutes police violence should be construed broadly to encompass actions beyond what a court or 

investigatory body finds to be excessive or unlawful.45 Legal “innocence,” as we have witnessed too many 

times in the age of social media through the eyes of witness cell phone footage, does not determine whether 

the experience of victims of police violence constitutes unwarranted state violence. As such legal innocence, 

should not be the standard for whether reparations are warranted. Police violence is state violence—and in the 

U.S. it is everyday discriminatory policing that receives the least attention by the state, perhaps because it has 

become so normalized.  

Tables: Reparation Actions Addressing State Violence 

Below are tables that address four types of reparations: compensation; services; public art and memorials; and 

structural reforms of policies and practices that foster state violence. Each contains select examples of 

reparations that focus primarily, but not exclusively, on local actions and legislatively enacted reparations. In 

cases where a reparation document (e.g., legislation, order, or a report) contains multiple reparation 

recommendations, the table lists only the portion applicable to the specific reparation action that is the subject 

of the table. This helps to focus on why the specific reparation matters, opportunities and barriers connected to 

that reparation action, as well as examples of the reparation in practice.   

 

REPARATION: Provide Direct Financial Compensation to Survivors of State Violence  

WHY IT MATTERS: Police violence contributes to economic instability by creating legal, medical, and other 

expenses for victims who experience physical, emotional, financial and other harms. It is clear that police violence 

directly impacts victims’ health and that these impacts ripple out to adversely impact multiple SDOHs. As such, being 

a victim of police violence carries significant costs. Direct financial compensation speaks directly to restitution as well 

as the compensation elements of reparations.  

OPPORTUNITIES AND BARRIERS: Too many people are one unexpected bill away from financial ruin including 

homelessness.46 Victims of police violence can incur multiple unexpected healthcare and other costs. Direct financial 

compensation helps repair by putting the costs of harm where it belongs—with the state, not its victims. Potential 

barriers are that this form of compensation appears to be rare in the U.S. Often when provided it has been for distinct 

time-limited egregious acts of violence as opposed to systemic ongoing police violence. Moreover, who is a “victim” 

for purposes of reparations is often defined very narrowly by governments in the U.S. The first two examples 

illustrate this approach. The third example compensates victims of “everyday” police violence; although not 

governmental reparations it illustrates a compensation and eligibility structure that addresses some of these barriers. 

Reparations for Burge Torture Victims Ordinance (2015): Chicago ordinance establishing a reparations fund for 

specific individuals tortured by the police, by and under Captain Burg, that provides up to $100,000 in financial 

reparations from a $5.5 million fund. Required potential victims to establish a credible claim to receive compensation.  

Rosewood Massacre Compensation, Florida (1994): State law that provided up to $150,000 in direct 

compensation to survivors of the 1923 Rosewood Massacre but allowed only six months for victims to be identified.  

Truth & Reconciliation Pilot (2023): A pilot program by the ACLU of Louisiana that provided a monthly guaranteed 

income of $1000 a year plus $5,000 to police violence victims in Louisiana who did not receive court restitution.  

https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/dol/supp_info/Burge-Reparations-Information-Center/ORDINANCE.pdf
https://irp.cdn-website.com/834a2f04/files/uploaded/Florida%201994%20House%20Bill%20591%20Rosewood%20Reparations.pdf
https://www.laaclu.org/app/uploads/drupal/sites/default/files/the_cost_of_freedom_truth_reconciliation_guaranteed_income_program_final_report.pdf
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REPARATION: Fund Services to Survivors of State Violence 

WHY IT MATTERS: Given the multiple harms generated by police violence, state funded services are critical to repair. 

Scholarships, job training, legal aid to correct erroneous criminal histories and health services including culturally 

appropriate healing modalities are all examples of the kind of support that victims may require to be made whole, or as 

close to possible as restitution requires. It also speaks directly to rehabilitation which “seeks to mend the harm suffered, 

usually through medical and psychological care as well as legal or social services” related to the SDOH.47  

OPPORTUNITIES AND BARRIERS: This provides governments with an opportunity to create processes that align with 

victims’ priorities and provide supportive services in ways that can create broad benefits for individuals and populations 

who disproportionately experience police violence. It acknowledges the expansive nature of harms generated by police 

violence and the numerous services that may be needed for repair. Governments, however, may create unnecessary 

barriers and new harms by prioritizing their own agendas in funding services, such as relying on their own budgetary 

priorities to determine what services will be provide.48 Reparations require governments to be accountable to victims 

which means providing services that are responsive to victims’ expressed needs and priorities. Governments must also 

be transparent about what is feasible early on and throughout the process, so that victims are fully informed of what 

options are actually viable.    

Tulsa City Council Resolution (2021): Established a community process for examining reconciliation with respect to 
the 1921 Tulsa Massacre, which led to the creation of a report “Beyond Apology: A Series of Community Conversations 
Rooted in Education and Repair and Reparation in Tulsa, OK,” that ranked community priorities: education, financial 
compensation, community/economic development, housing/home ownership, land, health/wellness, systems change, 
and cultural identity.  
 
Chicago “Resolution” (2015): Includes commitments to providing services and stating an intent to offer Burge victims 
and certain family members free tuition at city colleges, job training, specialized counseling for substance use, and 
counseling; the resolution also supported prioritizing victims’ access to food assistance, housing, transportation and 
other services.49  
 
City and County of San Francisco Office of the District Attorney, Policy Directive (2020): Created a discretionary 
fund covering funeral, medical, and mental health costs for victims, loved ones, and witnesses of police violence in San 
Francisco.50 
 

REPARATION: Fund and Provide Technical Support for Education, Art, and Public 

Memorials 

 

WHY IT MATTERS: Public acknowledgement of the harms of police violence can facilitate healing for victims if it 

centers victims’ voices. Funding community-centered activists, advocates, and artists to provide technical assistance 

can help facilitate equity in decision making such as who, what, when, where, and how harms are remembered. The 

state’s public acknowledgement of harms of policing can be a powerful tool for de-stigmatizing victims of police violence 

as education, art, and memorials create opportunities for dialogue and reflection on the abuse of state power. These 

actions speak to the victim satisfaction and non-repetition elements of reparations. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND BARRIERS: These activities are complex, but meaningful. For instance, some have pointed to 
potential benefits of memorials that serve a dual purpose of creating space for healing and civic engagement.51 
Similarly, others have demonstrated the positive impacts of memorials that activate and engage viewers, rather than 
making them passive viewers of an already given meaning.52 However, governments can cause further harm by 
imposing their own priorities on aspects like design, location, and who should be remembered.53 Governments are also 
more likely to prefer large memorials that convey neutrality or unity compared to “[c]ivil society groups [who] are often 

https://www.cityoftulsa.org/apps/CouncilDocuments?item=1454
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6582e17065cb6c59f121e854/t/658f4bd94180ea099ea0fb96/1703889925254/The+Beyond+Apology+Report
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6582e17065cb6c59f121e854/t/658f4bd94180ea099ea0fb96/1703889925254/The+Beyond+Apology+Report
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/dol/supp_info/Burge-Reparations-Information-Center/BurgeRESOLUTION.pdf
https://sfdistrictattorney.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Victims-of-Police-Violence-and-Officer-Involved-Shootings.pdf
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behind local, community-based projects rooted in the experiences of specific people and places.”54 This is why funding 
the latter is important: it can help with bringing in voices that challenge official narratives.55   

Chicago “Resolution” (2015): A local government ordinance that committed to building “a permanent memorial for 

Burge victims” in partnership with a non-profit formed by survivors and advocates. The memorial is “the first state 

sponsored monument” in the U.S. “to commemorate law enforcement violence,” and will include a list with the names of 

Burge torture victims, messages written by family members and surviving victims, and spaces for healing and civic 

engagement.56   

Manzanar Historical Site (H.R. 543) (1992): A memorial created by the U.S. federal government in one of the places 

where Japanese people were forcibly interned by the State during World War II. It also illustrates how shifts in 

government can turn reparative actions into further state harms: the federal government recently placed QR codes here 

and at other sites calling on the public to help re-write history by reporting memorials that “disparage Americans past.”57 

Such actions, along with public pushback and legal challenges, underscore the ongoing nature of memorialization and 

the type of tensions created by governments with victims and the public.58 

Monument Quilt (U.S. & Mexico): A large-scale moving art project created by a collective of artists and people 

impacted by sexual and intimate partner violence with thousands of quilted squares that allowed individuals to 

express their experiences in their own words. The final showing of the complete quilt was at the National Mall spread 

out to spell “No Estás Solx” and “You Are Not Alone” during a multi-day of healing event.59 It shows the unique skills 

of non-governmental entities to include victims in creative expression through multiple points of engagement.60  

 

REPARATION: Review Policies and Practices that Enabled State Violence to Occur 

 

WHY IT MATTERS: In the U.S., reparations for police violence tend to occur for distinct events (e.g., Burge torture 

victims) and often decades later. However, the systemic and disparate impacts of everyday policing reveal that it is an 

unjust use of state sanctioned violence that warrants reparations. The expansive health harms that result from this form 

of violence show the need for a public health approach that also ensures public health agencies are part of the solution, 

not the problem. Public health departments can, at minimum, examine their own policies and practices, which align with 

their mission to support healthy communities and populations. Community-driven policy reforms must be at the heart of 

these activities. Such actions speak to non-repetition and victim satisfaction.  

OPPORTUNITIES AND BARRIERS: There is a real opportunity to ensure that public health priorities are responsive to 

how state violence impacts health and health equity. Governmental organizations, like public health departments, can 

examine how their policies and practices contribute to these harms, such as supporting criminal penalties during 

COVID-19 that police disproportionately wielded against people of color or increasing police contacts by partnering with 

police for crisis response.61 One challenge is that state violence can involve multiple actors, e.g., federal, state, local, 

and Tribal police, and even civilians. But local government agencies and others are not powerless. Even small reforms 

can shift power and move the needle on reparations by eliminating policies and practices that facilitate state violence. 

For members of some populations, reducing police contacts may be the difference between life and death. Agencies 

must not neglect their duty to repair harms they contribute to because the problem is bigger than their scope of power: 

they must act within their power. 

City of Cleveland Health and Equity Assessment: An equity assessment tool that is designed to be a short, easy 

worksheet to measure health equity impacts of reforms to statutes, regulations, ordinances, organizational policies, and 

other practices. Public health agencies can use this tool to assess policies that may contribute to state violence. 

Examining and reforming internal policies and practices that facilitate state violence is a space in which agencies can 

exercise some control.   

https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/dol/supp_info/Burge-Reparations-Information-Center/BurgeRESOLUTION.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/manz/learn/management/enabling-legislation.htm
https://themonumentquilt.org/
https://www.clevelandhealth.org/assets/documents/HESJ/health_and_equity_assessment.pdf
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CONCLUSION 

Reparations for state-violence rooted in policing are essential for advancing justice, health, and ending long-

standing health disparities. Reparations are one mechanism in which localities can begin to shift from punitive 

systems toward healing approaches that are driven by victims’ needs. Reparations in various forms have 

already been implemented in the U.S. It is time to build on these models, dismantle structures that perpetuate 

harm, and invest in the well-being of victims impacted by state violence. Repair is not a one-time act, but a 

sustained commitment to justice. Now is the time to imagine, create, and build something better. The U.S. is 

experiencing one of the greatest onslaughts of police violence in recent history, and not everyone is impacted 

equally. As the state becomes more embolden to enact violence publicly, advocates must also become more 

embolden to push towards the conditions that support repair.64 State violence and repair have long been a part 

of our history—and health is at the center of both. As such, reparations work lies squarely within the mandate 

of public health professionals and other health advocates to protect the publics’ health. 
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