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Introduction
Since 2001, when Metro Nashville Police officers make a traffic
stop they must fill out a form with information about location, date,
gender, race, ethnicity, age, and reason for making a stop.
Members of our team reviewed the information from the forms
from 2011-2015 and created a detailed report that explains the
findings. This booklet is a summary of the main findings:
§

Between 2011-2015, MNPD made 7.7 times more traffic stops
per year than the U.S. national average

§

Between 2011-2015, MNPD made more stops of black people
than there were black people- 16 years old and over- living in
Davidson County

§

Between 2011-2015, MNPD stopped and searched more
black drivers in black, Hispanic, and low-income communities
more than white drivers in middle to upper income
communities

§

MNPD searches are mostly unsuccessful in finding
incriminating evidence

§

Evidence of unlawful activity is found during searches of white
drivers more than in searches of black and Hispanic drivers

§

Nearly 80% of all MNPD traffic stops in 2015 resulted in a
warning

§

Since 2012, Operation Safer Streets (OSS) has resulted in
more than 58,000 vehicle stops and 11,000 arrests, the most
of which were in communities of color
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Between 2011-2015, MNPD stopped an average of
786 for every 1,000 drivers each year, which is 7.7
times more than the national average.
Between 2011 and 2015, MNPD made nearly 2 million traffic
stops, averaging 393,941 per year. In Nashville, 786 out of every
1,000 drivers was stopped each year. MNPD makes enough
traffic stops to include three fourths of the driving age population
of Nashville. The number of traffic stops is about 3 to 6 times
more than comparable cities, and 7 times more than the national
average.
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Between 2011-2015, MNPD stopped an average of
1,122 black drivers for every 1,000 black driving
age residents each year—more black driving age
people were stopped than were living in
Davidson County.

In Nashville, 27% of the total driving age population are black.
Out of all of the traffic stops in Nashville, black drivers were
stopped 39% of the time. This is about 11 % more than the total
black driving age population. On the other hand, 63% of the total
driving age population are white. However, white drivers only get
stopped 55% of the time which is 8% less than Nashville’s white
driving age population.
Black drivers in Davidson County (both resident and nonresident) are 1.6 times more likely than white drivers to be
stopped by police. When we count only residents of Davidson
County, the difference in number of traffic stops between black
and white residents is even larger. Black Davidson County
residents are more than twice as likely as white Davidson County
residents to be stopped by the police.
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Black drivers are far more likely to be stopped
multiple times in a year than white drivers,
showing a greater burden of policing on black
communities
Black drivers are more likely than white drivers to be stopped and
are more likely to be stopped multiple times in a year. In 20152016, the rate for black drivers who were stopped 2-5 times in a
year was 1.1 times higher than the rate for white drivers. Black
drivers are 3.7 times more likely than white drivers to be stopped
6-10 times in a year. Black drivers are 3.6 times more likely than
white drivers to be stopped more than 10 times in a year.

Some of the black drivers we interviewed reported being stopped
at least once a month. Some of the black drivers we interviewed
also reported being stopped up to three times in one day in their
North Nashville neighborhood.
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MNPD makes the majority of its traffic stops in
low-income, black, and Hispanic neighborhoods,
which explains the overall racial differences in
traffic stops
The majority of MNPD traffic stops are centered near lowincome, black and Hispanic neighborhoods. As a result, drivers
in such neighborhoods have a greater chance of being stopped
than drivers in more wealthy and white neighborhoods. The
Metro Nashville Police Department’s strategy to send more
officers to low-income, black and Hispanic neighborhoods has a
serious discriminatory impact and contributes to racially unequal
rates of traffic stops.
Traffic Stop & Black Population Distribution
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Given the uneven rates of traffic stops for black
drivers for all categories of traffic stops, it seems
that, for MNPD, “driving while black” is in fact a
reason for making a stop.
Across all categories of stops, black drivers are stopped at higher
rates than all other drivers. Black drivers are stopped for vehicle
equipment violations, such as a broken taillight, 14% more than
the black driving population of Nashville. “Investigative” stops are
those where the officer claims to have “reasonable suspicion” to
believe that the occupants of a car are engaging in criminal
activity. Stops of black drivers make up 45% of the total
investigatory stops.

Traffic stops related to “parking” have the greatest racial
difference, with black drivers being 23% overrepresented.
This suggests that, in the eyes of MNPD officers, black drivers
sitting in parked cars is a flag for suspicious or possible
criminal activity. These differences demonstrate that “driving
while black” is a serious risk factor for being stopped by police
in Nashville.
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MNPD officers conduct probable cause and
consent searches of black and Hispanic drivers
at more than twice the rate of white drivers
In 2011, black drivers were subjected to probable cause
searches 2.1 times more than white drivers compared to their
driving age populations. By 2015, black drivers were searched
at 3.4 times as much as white drivers. In 2015, black drivers
were 237% more likely than white drivers to be searched based
on an alleged claim of probable cause. Meanwhile, Hispanic
drivers are subjected to probable cause searches at about 1.5
times as much as white drivers.
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When officers chose to search drivers, the
searches of white drivers results in the discovery
of incriminating evidence more often than
searches of black and Hispanic drivers
When Metro Nashville police officers search drivers because of
probable cause or consent, they are more likely to find
incriminating evidence when the driver is white than when the
driver is black or Hispanic. While the chance of finding evidence
during probable cause searches of white drivers has become
more successful over the past five years, the likelihood of finding
evidence for searches of black drivers has remained about the
same. As a result, the difference in actually finding evidence
between white and black drivers during probable cause searches
has grown from about 5% in 2011 to 15% in 2015.
The majority of consent searches are essentially “fishing
expeditions,” resulting in the shakedown of innocent people. The
likeliest outcome of any search is that it fails. MNPD fails to find
incriminating evidence in 80% of all searches. In consent
searches, MNPD fails to find incriminating evidence 88% of the

time.
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Nearly 80% of all MNPD traffic stops in 2015
resulted in a warning. In traffic stops that
included a search of the vehicle or driver,
between ⅓ and ½ resulted in a warning.
The most common result from a traffic stop in Nashville is a
warning. In 2015, 79% of traffic stops ended with a warning while
14% ended with a traffic ticket, 5% ended with a state citation,
and 1% ended with an arrest. MNPD arrests and gives warnings
and state citations to black drivers at higher rates than white
drivers. Even though the population of black drivers represents
27% of the total driving age population in 2015, black drivers
represent 40-56% of warnings, state citations, and arrests. In
addition, Hispanic drivers are 8.4 times more likely, and black
drivers are 3.1 times more likely, than white drivers to receive a
state citation when stopped.
Many of the people interviewed in this report viewed these stops
for minor/petty violations as harassment.
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MNPD’s Operation Safer Streets (OSS) program
has resulted in more than 58,000 vehicle stops
and 11,000 arrests. Most of these stops and
arrests happen in communities of color. More
than 80% of those stops resulted in no evidence
that warranted arrest. More than 90% of OSS
arrests were for misdemeanors, often for
possession of small amounts of marijuana.
Although OSS stops represent about 3% of stops per year in
Nashville—the fact that OSS stops occur only on weekends and
are concentrated in a small number of neighborhoods indicates
that the effects of OSS are unequally distributed. Sixty percent of
OSS activities occurred in majority nonwhite areas, and onequarter occurred in areas that were more than 90% nonwhite. The
OSS program is one example of over policing black, Hispanic, and
low-income neighborhoods in Nashville, targeting alleged offenses
as part of a drug war that has been widely identified as a failure
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MNPD officers often use intimidation tactics to
force black drivers to obey orders during traffic
stops. Officer aggression often worsens when
drivers “know their rights” and refuse to obey
unconstitutional or otherwise illegal requests by
officers.
Interviews with 22 black drivers suggest that Nashville police
officers use a variety of verbal and physical intimidation tactics to
display their authority and get community members to follow
orders. Intimidation tactics ranged from officers approaching the
car window with their hands on their guns or handcuffs, to
threatening to break a window or bring police dogs to the scene,
to pointing a gun at the driver, even when the driver did not pose
any immediate threat to the officer.
In many cases, officer aggression started or became worse when
community members stated their rights. This suggests that
officers become upset or angry when their authority is
questioned. The
community members we
interviewed stated that
officers often hinted at
their power and their
willingness to use force
through verbal physical
actions. As 49 year-old
Nashville resident
Michael Harris said, “If
you could see some of the looks and expressions on their faces,
they just kind of look like, ‘I can do this and there’s nothing you
can do about it. I got the badge and you ain’t got one.’ I don’t
know if it’s through their training or they feel they have to be
aggressive, but they just come off in the wrong tone, wrong

vibe.”
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Interactions with MNPD officers during traffic
stops leave many black drivers feeling afraid,
angry, nervous, dehumanized, and traumatized.
As a result, many black drivers have developed
strategies that might increase their chances of
surviving a traffic stop or other interactions with
an officer.
When asked how interactions with Metro officers made them feel,
the black drivers we interviewed expressed feeling fearful,
anxious, angry, victimized, violated, traumatized, disrespected,
and dehumanized. These feelings come from past experiences
with MNPD and from broader national social and political
conditions, especially police killings of young black men.
As 70-year-old KHAOS Thomas said, “It’s dehumanizing. I never
thought I’d say this, but I think one of my greatest fears nowadays
is a traffic stop. Broken taillight can result in you losing your life.”
In response to these feelings of fear and in an effort to remain
safe and keep officer aggression from escalating during traffic
stops, the black community members we interviewed developed
“safety strategies” such as announcing their movements,
appearing calm, and
keeping a “safe” distance
as much as possible
during traffic stops to
signal to the officer that
they were willing to
cooperate and that they
did not pose a threat.
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Given their experiences of MNPD’s targeting of
black drivers and experiences of lack of
response to actual emergencies, black residents
question whether police officers actually “serve
and protect” them.
The stories of the people interviewed in this report show that
driving while black in Nashville often means fearing for one’s life
at the hands of police officers whose mission is to “serve and
protect.” For many black drivers, this means a double awareness
of the fact that one is a “target” just by being a black person in
America and that if one is in actual danger, police are often slow
to respond. As 34-year-old Louie put it, “[W]hen I need you for a
real emergency, it take you too long ‘cause I’m black. But if
anything else jumps off, you right there.”

Given that black Nashville residents experience unwanted
attention from MNPD officers through unnecessary traffic stops
and those same residents experience MNPD as generally
unavailable and uncaring to real moments of crisis, many of the
people who participated in this report suggested that Metro police
do not actually serve and protect them in any meaningful way.
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Community Recommendations
Based on the findings within this report, which demonstrate clear racial
profiling in traffic stop and search practices of the Metro Nashville Police
Department, we offer the following institutional and policy level
recommendations.
1. End broken windows, zero tolerance, and quality of life policing
2. End Operation Safer Streets
3. Divest from excessive policing and invest in our communities and
children
4. Institute a civilian oversight/review board
5. Institute racial impact tools
6. End the use of consent searches and pat down searches during
random traffic stops
7. Radically overhaul MNPD’s Traffic Stop Training Program
8. Equip all patrol cars and undercover cruisers with audiovisual
recording devices
9. Reject police militarization
10. Improve MNPD transparency and accountability
11. Employ restorative justice as a foundational principle

The full report and a more detailed list of our recommendations can be
found online at:

www.drivingwhileblacknashville.org
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Know your rights
The U.S. Constitution prohibits the government from interfering with your
right to remain silent, to consult an attorney, and to be free from
unreasonable searches and seizures by law enforcement.
If you are confronted by a police officer:
§ Remain calm and be courteous.
§ Provide your identification.
§ Politely refuse to answer any further questions and asked to talk to
an attorney.
§ Do not consent to any search of your person, your property, your
residence or your vehicle.
I hereby invoke and refuse to waive all of the following rights and privileges
afforded to me by the U.S. Constitution:
I invoke and refuse to wave my Fifth Amendment right to remain silent.
I invoke and refuse to wave my Sixth Amendment right to an attorney of
my choice. Do not ask me any questions without my attorney present.
I invoke and refuse to waive all of my privileges and rights pursuant to the
case Miranda v. Arizona. Do not ask me any questions or make any
comments to me about this decision.
I invoke and refuse to wave my Fourth Amendment right to be free from
unreasonable searches and seizures. I do not consent to any search of
myself, my home or any property in my possession. Do not ask me about
my ownership interest in any property. I do not consent to this contact with
you. If I am not presently under arrest or under investigatory detention,
please allow me to leave.
Any statement I make, or alleged consent I give, in response to your
question is hereby made under protest and under duress and in
submission to your claim of lawful authority to force me to provide you with
information.
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Our mission
To act collectively, boldly and strategically as
a unified force for all children. We eliminate
the root causes of the prison pipeline, save
our children from death and incarceration and
guide them on a secure path to success.

Contact Us
Gideon’s Army
600 28th Ave N
Nashville, Tennessee
(615) 852-7530

