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The summer of 2020 in Salt Lake City saw thousands of people 
mobilized in the streets, in their pods, and virtually to organize 
against police violence, banding together to demand the city 
defund the police. This came not only out of the national energy 
that activated millions across the country after the death of 
George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, but also after the death of one 
of our own beloved community members, Bernardo Palacios-
Carbajal. The recognition that we can reduce police power by 
reducing police funding sparked hundreds if not thousands of 
public comments during the Salt Lake City council calls before 
their fiscal year (FY) 2020-21 budget approval, making it the 
longest public comment period in the city council’s history. 

Despite unprecedented unity behind the demand to defund 
police, the city council argued that the police could be reformed, 
rather than work toward dismantling their power. In response 
to the calls, the city council shuffled some of the money around 
into a holding account (pending decision after further analysis 
with their zero-based budget exercise), created the Racial 
Equity in Policing Commission (REP), and set aside around $2 
million for “communities of color”—an empty promise which 
was later removed during the FY 2021-22 budget.

We know that wealth inequality feeds the prison industrial 
complex, which has its roots in racism and capitalism. In 
Salt Lake City, Black and Indigenous communities are some 
of the most affected by policing, as well as by the violence of 
dispossession, capitalism, health crises, and environmental 
degradation. We recognize the violence conducted by the U.S. 
government, including the origins of the Salt Lake City police 
department, against Indigenous people, and we respectfully 

INTRODUCTION

acknowledge the Ute, Goshute, Paiute, Shoshone, and Diné nations, on whose ancestral lands we 
conduct our activities. 

The city council, mayor, and members of the REP commission seem disinterested in engaging with 
the people most marginalized by the SLCPD, so we, as members of Decarcerate Utah, reached out to 
gather our own public data in an attempt to plant the seeds of what a participatory budgeting process 
can look like, by the people and for the people. Participants in the survey are not consultants that are 
paid hundreds of thousands of dollars—like the ones from Matrix Consulting Group hired to conduct 
the city’s zero-based budgeting exercise—nor are they hand-selected by politicians, like members of 
the REP are—they are fully integrated members of the SLC public who live, work, organize, learn, and 
create here. Participants in the survey are the people who have experienced first-hand the impacts of 
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what policing looks like on a day to day basis. They do not live comfortable lives or profit off of new 
developments like the ones who write and influence our budget do. 

We had over 100 responses from members all across the Salt Lake Valley and from a wide variety 
of backgrounds. With their input, coupled with community engagement and outreach, we refined our 
demands to meet what our community was advocating for before the fiscal year 2021-22 SLC budget 
was approved by the city council, which further increased the police department’s budget by 5%. 

Key to our demand to divest from systems of extraction and exploitation such as the police, we demand 
that valuable social investments be elevated—to truly fund our future, we wish to write into history 
what our priorities and purpose as a community is. We believe that the most marginalized members 
of the Salt Lake community should determine the priorities of our city’s funding, and not our elected 
officials who are bought out by developers, and who acquiesce to the interest of private property 
owners over valuing people’s actual lives and livelihood.

This data is presented to illustrate how we can pool our community resources together to create a 
budget that truly reflects the values of the people it serves. We encourage readers to reach out to your 
representative with this report to start a conversation, especially to the people up for election this fall. 
The more people amplify the call to defund the police, the more our representatives will have to be 
accountable to us. Every bit of effort makes a difference.  
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81% of respondents are from Salt Lake County, with a wide range of cities from Salt Lake to West 
Valley to West Jordan.

19% of respondents reside outside of Salt Lake County. They represent cities such as Provo, Bountiful, 
Logan, and Ogden.  

WHERE RESPONDENTS LIVE
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THE TOP THREE PRIORITIES 
FROM RESPONDENTS

1 - UNIVERSAL NEEDS
Examples include housing, healthcare, food security, economic 
assistance, child and youth development, educational environments, 
emergency responses

2 - COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT
Examples include community care workers, transformative justice 
models, mental health and wellness, community investment, and 
neighborhood empowerment. 

3 - BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Examples include public transit, parks and recreation, libraries, public 
works, and the fire department.
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In Salt Lake City, nearly 28% of our budget is 
used for the police department, making it the 
largest department used by the general funds of 
taxpayers. This clearly goes against the funding 
priorities from our people’s budget. Each year, the 
police department grows, while funding for public 
goods and services drop. The police budget is an 
obstacle to meeting people’s universal needs for 
basic resources such as housing and food. The 
police do not serve us; therefore, they deserve 
our divestment.

Our data revealed a clear picture: people want 
to invest primarily in universal needs (at 43%), 
such as housing, healthcare, and food security, 
with a secondary and third priority to invest in 
community empowerment and built environments 
(31% and 22%, respectively). The last investment 
priority for our respondents was law enforcement, 
at 4%. These responses reflect a recognition that 
meeting people’s basic needs is what ensures 
community safety, rather than policing and 
surveilling neighborhoods. 

SLC VERSION OF THE BUDGET OUR VERSION OF THE BUDGET

OUR CITY BUDGET PRIORITIES MUST CHANGE
Meeting basic needs for housing, food, and healthcare is crucial in our city—
it would also serve as a deterrent to what people call crime, since most 
illegal actions are driven by poverty and financial stress. We also deserve 
to enjoy public goods such as parks, transit, sustainability, and culture. In 
addition, we know that many people in our community crave interventions 
that would not involve the police during moments of distress, such as 
mental health crises, domestic abuse, theft and property damage, and other 
emergencies—in other words, through building community empowerment. 
We also know the city has the power to create new programs that directly 
meet people’s needs, and can implement new strategies to achieve equity 
and right historical wrongs in our city. 
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A community mental health ambulance! 
More shelters/aid for the homeless! Cheaper 
addiction recovery centers! Safe houses for 
drug users with unused needles/care teams!

• Accountability 
• Deescalation
• Security Culture
• Community-building 
• Mutual aid
• Healing
• Pod-mapping
• Cultural & political transformation

Community is connection. 
Community is friendship, love, 
family, and neighborhood in action. 
Community is redistribution of 
power, wealth, goods, and services 
so that people can live full, healthy, 
and happy lives because we need 
each other.

WHAT STRATEGIES AND SKILLS MUST WE BUILD TO ENSURE 
SAFETY OUTSIDE OF LAW ENFORCEMENT OR MILITARIZATION?

WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE 
TO SEE FUNDED INSTEAD 
OF THE POLICE?
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To meet people’s most basic needs, the city should 
focus its investments into ensuring that everyone 
has shelter. SLC currently invests $15 million 
into homeless services, which includes grants 
to service providers, emergency response and 
neighborhood cleanup—in other words, much of 
that funding is actually used for policing, instead 
of securing homes for people. In fact, through 
the city’s Community Commitment Program 
(CCP), performed in partnership with the police 
department, only 22 out of 170 people who they 
did outreach to accepted housing - a 13% success 
rate. This indicates not that these programs need 
fixing, but that we need a new approach to meeting 
people’s needs. 

The time is long past that we move beyond 
conversations that center just affordable housing. 
Affordable housing in practice still displaces many, 
and it favors developers, who are incentivized 
through tax breaks to keep building new luxury 
apartments that gentrify neighborhoods. The city 
should feel obligated to actually meet people’s 
urgent housing needs.  

By implementing a rental assistance program, 
giving more grants for supportive housing and 
unsheltered programs, and issuing vouchers for 

temporary housing at hotels and motels, like we 
detailed in our demands, we can actually ensure 
that people are able to remain in the homes they are 
in, or to connect safely to services that meet their 
particular conditions—something that our shelter 
model is not equipped to do. These programs 
would not only reduce the negative consequences 
of displacement that come after gentrification, but 
it is also an investment into our children’s future 
by ensuring they have a stable environment to 
grow up in. Further, these measures would greatly 
decrease the risk for household victimization, an 
issue exacerbated by economic insecurity and 
that frequently becomes more dangerous when 
police are called to intervene. 

In addition to our survey respondents’ priority 
for housing, universal needs were ranked to 
fund resources that address: food security, 
public health and healthcare, child and youth 
development, environmental justice and climate 
change, educational skills workshops and 
trainings, economic assistance, and emergency 
preparedness. Everyone deserves healthcare. 
No one deserves to go hungry. And our children 
deserve to grow up in a community that nurtures 
and supports their growth.  

BUDGET PRIORITIES FOR 

UNIVERSAL NEEDS

Housing security is a top priority for a majority of survey takers, with food 
and healthcare services following closely. Services like educational and 
developmental programming are ranked lower, highlighting that basic 
necessities need to be fulfilled first before community members can access 
other programming.

https://www.decarcerateutah.org/blog/defundslcpd-demands-details-and-resources
https://www.decarcerateutah.org/blog/defundslcpd-demands-details-and-resources
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We are taught when we are young to call 911 
during an emergency, and that someone will come 
swiftly to help. This myth of safety has come 
at the cost of the police complicating, harming, 
and in notable cases killing people who are going 
through crises that need medical attention or some 
other form of de-escalation. Whether someone is 
experiencing mental health distress or negative 
side effects from drug use, people in Salt Lake are 
in desperate need for interventions that they can 
be confident will not end up causing more harm 
and damage from police intervention. 

We can ensure that confidence by implementing 
community-based public safety systems that exist 
without partnership with the police department. 
One tool of preventative care we can implement is 
to eliminate barriers to mental health programs, 
like therapy, group therapy, or support groups. 
The city could do this by supporting mental health 
initiatives that support both skilled mental health/
social service employees by ensuring they are 
adequately funded, to prevent high caseloads 

and burnout, and by improving accessibility for 
people who face economic or other hardships to 
access such programs. The city could do this by 
providing grants to therapists and social workers 
to offer free therapy programs for residents facing 
economic and other hardships. It could also divert 
911 calls to a mental health response team, a 
program being implemented in many cities across 
the country. 

Our respondents also echoed opposition to school 
resource officers and favor instead investing in 
peer-support programs and youth counselors. 
These preventative measures would ensure youth 
do not enter into the criminal legal system in the first 
place. By decarcerating and eliminating juvenile 
detention centers, we would not have a need for 
the Peer Justice Youth Court—an investment the 
city put $20,000 into this year. Supporting children 
by giving them tools for conflict resolution and 
mediation outside of the criminal legal system is 
one of the greatest investments we can ensure for 
our children. 

Mental health and wellness is a top priority for community care. Additional resources to empower community members follow, highlighting the 
importance of access to mental services first and foremost.

BUDGET PRIORITIES FOR 

COMMUNITY 
EMPOWERMENT

• Community care worker examples include gang/violence intervention 
workers and domestic violence workers from the community

• Restorative justice models examples include community healing spaces, 
alternatives to policing, and reparations to victims

• Mental health and wellness examples include family counseling and 
community-led crisis response workers

• Community investment and neighborhood empowerment examples 
include investing in community led safety alternatives, block parties, 
and stronger neighborhood connections
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As an EMT 
and someone 
who has 
PTSD, I am 
terrified of 
having to call 
LEO in any 
situation. I 
understand 
the medical 
implications 
of mental 
disorders and 
cannot feel 
safe treating 
patients, or 
even going 
about daily 
life, with 
the current 
dysfunctional 
police system.

I think a major way to keep streets safe is to actually leave our houses 
and spend time on them, getting to know our neighbors. We have to 
watch out for each other and trust each other. I think we have to build 
public support for community funded crisis intervention,  access to 
mental health care, and housing. If someone needs help, there needs to 
be people who are unarmed, who can deescalate the situation and help 

the person in crisis feel safe, while keeping the community safe too.
Deescalation 
is not enough. 
Racial 
sensitivity 
training is 
not enough. 
We have to 
change the 
way we view 
our neighbors. 
They are not 
competitors, 
they are our 
community 
and we are 
responsible 
for their 
health and 
well-being as 
they are for 
us.
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The healthiest communities are the ones that are 
the most vibrant, and where people feel safe both 
inside and outside of their homes. When people 
can walk, easily access parks and libraries, and 
safely go to work and school by using public 
transportation, a person becomes integrated into 
their surroundings and intimately familiar with the 
lifeblood of their city. 

In the FY 2021-22 budget, Salt Lake City projects 
to spend close to the same amount on the police 
department as they do on parks ($28,526,135 
), libraries ($24,548,760), transit ($8,034,077), 
arts ($626,745), sustainability ($24,713,505) and 
housing ($6,267,401) combined—or $83,370,502 

on police versus $92,716,623 for public goods. 
With more money defunded from the police 
department, we could boost the public goods 
programs that the city offers, granting more 
people in underserved areas access. 

Most of our respondents favored prioritizing 
funding for public transit (at 47%), an issue of 
great concern to residents of Salt Lake City as 
risks of climate catastrophes increases. Higher 
ridership rates decrease pollutants in our air, and 
with more frequent routes and expanded service 
people could easily work, socialize, go to school, 
and recreate in our city without the need to own 
a car. 

BUDGET PRIORITIES FOR 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Public transportation is the top priority for city 
infrastructure; priorities for different well-maintained 
public spaces and streets vary but are in fairly equal 
demand.

Public infrastructure (all the public transit, parks, 
libraries, civil centers) art education, public 
education, public housing and medical resources.

WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE 
TO SEE FUNDED INSTEAD 
OF THE POLICE?
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We know that many people operate under the 
idea that police are necessary—but we also 
know that much of that stems from pro-police 
propaganda. As one of our respondents wrote, 
“‘public safety’ is a misnomer; a lack of public 
safety only arises when needs aren’t met. Needs 
aren’t met when resources are taken from a 
community. Those resources are taken by those 
that are supposed to ensure ‘public safety’.” 
People achieve safety through shelter, food, 
health, support, and education—conversely, 
people become vulnerable when resources 
are scarce. When we leave members of our 
community unsupported and criminalize their 
methods of survival, we exacerbate the problem 
without addressing its root.

In addition to funding the police department 
receives from the city, the city spends millions 
each year to maintain the city attorney and 
courts, which could additionally be divested as 
we decrease the size of the police department 
and decriminalize city ordinances. Tallying up 
the total cost of operating the criminal legal 
system (adding expenditures for the police, city 
attorney, justice courts, and line items under 
the non-departmental budget), SLC allocated 
$106,051,729 in FY 2021-22. This drains our 
city of the resources needed to fund public goods 
such as housing, transit, parks, libraries, social 
services, sustainability, and the arts. 

“I want to defund the police both because policing is killing and 
hurting our communities, but also because there are so many better 
options that will actually keep our community safe and healthy.” 

BUDGET PRIORITIES FOR 

LAW ENFORCEMENT

Defunding the police, and other entities that reinforce 
policing, is the primary demand. The divestment of these 
funds can then be used to invest in top priorities such as 
housing, mental health and wellness, and public transit.
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QUALITATIVE RESPONSES

Under the capitalist conditions we all live under, 
financial stability makes communities healthy and 
safe. However, this doesn’t have to be limited to 
demanding folks to overwork themselves but rather 
to redirect monies to make fundamental needs such 
as food, water, physical, mental, and emotional 
health care, clothing, transportation accessible to 
the most poor WITHOUT decreasing the quality of 
these needs/ services.

Public safety should include the demise of the 
patriarchy and capitalism. Public safety should 
mean that I, as a woc can walk alone at night, 
feeling completely safe. It should also mean 
that everyone can afford basic living necessities, 
housing, therapy, healthcare, and a green future. 
Preventative care should be implemented far 
and wide.
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The actions of our police forces I have seen 
this year have been more than a little trou-
bling. I have seen bulldozers tear down camps, 
destroying the property of people who have 
literally nothing else. I’ve read about officers 
having their dogs attack suspects. I saw the 
video of an officer knocking a man down for 
no reason in front of the library, dressed in 
full riot gear, made to believe there was some 
great action he had to do. I read about Ber-
nardo, being shot in the back as he ran away, 
more reasonably afraid for his life than any 
of the officers who murdered him could have 
been. I saw officers at protests, leering and 
laughing at the communal grief for that boy 
their peers killed, as we paid for helicopters to 
fly overhead at all hours.

Police only pander to the power of white folx 
and uphold the current system of racism, 
xenophobia, transphobia, and ableism. It 
does NOT protect those of us who do not fit 
the model of being white and instead puts us 
through a vicious cycle of harm where even 
our own communities have become gaslit into 
thinking that our community members are 
the problem. The ONLY way we can begin 
to address police brutality is not through the 
question of why police commit these crimes but 
how do we stop them. The answer is through 
abolition and defunding the police.
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Public safety is assuring folks are 
housed, fed, given convenient access 
to water, financial stability, clean 
air and water, access to health care, 
access to restrooms, access to laundry 
equipment, access to multiple pairs 
of clothing for every season. Public 
safety is also education executed with 
trauma informed and damage control 
and survivor centred pedagogy. Public 
safety is trusting one another. Public 
safety is building communities that 
are decenterd from individualism/ 
individualist mindsets. Public safety 
is abolishing the conditions that 
produce a need for weapons. Public 
safety is ultimately knowing that if my 
community members are good, then I 
am good too. 

A police free world looks like a place 
where less “crime” is committed 
because the money that was allocated 
for the police was redistributed to 
educational needs, and mental health 
support. Kids in school on the verge of 
dropping out could have the support 
they need, to continue their education 
and even go onto higher edu. It also 
looks like a place where our house-
less community isn’t being ripped 
from the streets, and thrown in jail, 
but rather, given resources to get back 
on their feet, find job or educational 
opportunities, and make sure they 
have basic needs like shelter and food. 
It looks like a place where folks aren’t 
killed by police, but are offered mental 
health support and rehabilitation. 
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When someone uses their position or 
power as a way to harm others, they 
absolutely must not continue to hold that 
power. If someone uses their position 
to assault someone, they need to lose 
that position and move to a place where 
they can no longer harm that individual. 
They should not be allowed to continue 
to hold that position in another place. In 
cases of death, the family and/or other 
loved ones of the one who was lost 
should determine what justice looks like 
in their situation.

Fair, equitable, and respectful 
relationships with one another and 
the earth, embodied at the personal, 
interpersonal, and systemic levels. 
Harm done to life is stopped and 
the perpetrators of harm are held 
accountable in a restorative and 
transformative way.  

WHAT DOES JUSTICE LOOK LIKE? 
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We believe that if we are expected to pay taxes, 
the government of Salt Lake City should be more 
responsible to meet the needs and demands of the 
people. Yet year after year, elected officials comply 
with the wealthy few, rather than to the interests 
of their constituents. This separation from their 
base has led them to approve catastrophic police 
actions, notably through Operation Rio Grande, 
the continued camp abatements, and countless 
other instances of abuse, even from their own K9 
unit. 

It is through listening to the people who are most 
impacted by the violence of power imbalances, 
who are the most marginalized, that we are able 
to dream up new possibilities and lift everyone 
up around us. Salt Lake City’s future doesn’t 
have to keep succumbing to the interests of the 
wealthy few over the powerful many. Together 
we can determine how wealth is redistributed, 
implement participatory budgeting processes into 
our city budget, and build a truly representative 
government that meets the needs of the people it 
serves.

We hope that this document serves as a starting 
point for long overdue transformation in our city. 
Those who wish to represent the people in city hall 
should reflect on these results as a way to envision 
a new way forward for the people who weave 
together the fabric of Salt Lake City. Budgets 
are moral documents, and we urge supporters 
to continue to advocate for divestments from the 
systems that harm us while we invest in resources 
we urgently need.

OTHER WAYS TO GET 
INVOLVED
The fight for justice takes everyone working 
together, and we show up for all different 
intersections of this work. While not a fully 
comprehensive list, if you live in Salt Lake 
and want to get more involved in community 
organizing, we recommend learning more 
about these groups and support them in 
their work: 

Black Lives Matter SLC
Democratic Socialists of Salt Lake (DSSL)
Green Party Utah
HEAL Utah
Just Media Utah
Justice for Bernardo
Local Propagandists
Mobile Moon Co-op
Movement Building Medicine
Naloxone Utah
Open Air Shelter Coalition (OAS)
Party for Socialism and Liberation (PSL) Salt Lake
Rock Camp SLC
Rose Park Brown Berets
Salt Lake Community Mutual Aid (SLCMA)
Salt Lake Equal Rights Movement (SLERM)
Save the Pantages Theater
Save Our Great Salt Lake
Sex Worker Outreach Project (SWOP) SLC
Sierra Club Utah
Stop the Polluting Port
Uplift Climate
Utah Abortion Fund
Wasatch Tenants United

CONCLUSION
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