


Nomination of the Marietta Police Department (MPD) Firearms Safety Seminar Program

Program Background

The police today are most effective when listening and communicating with the communities we serve. By maintaining open two-way interpersonal communications with community groups, the police are able to understand the public safety needs of the community, as well as build vital community support, familiarity and confidence in the police department. Without a doubt, as important as community support and confidence is, it cannot be left totally to fancy web sites, press releases and social media sites or overreliance on electronic communications. In this regard we should never lose the face-to-face human-touch positive communications that are so vital to effective policing. 

In order to create an atmosphere where citizens would meet with their police officers to discuss law enforcement and public safety issues, the staff of the MPD discussed various public safety topics around which to present free public training sessions or seminars. Knowing that MPD officers receive numerous inquiries from citizens concerning guns, gun safety, gun laws, etc; it was clear to the staff that there is a great local interest in gun ownership. Thus, gun safety became the natural choice and the department’s training staff and public information officer designed the Firearms Safety Seminar Program.

The Program, which was launched in 2010, was designed to provide a series of seminars free to the public and instructed by MPD certified firearms instructors. With a simple agenda that includes the following topics tailored for public consumption, the program was launched in 2010.

· Firearm/Weapon Safety
· Firearm/Weapon Law
· Recommended Home Defense Weapons
· Civilian Model Stun Guns
· Carry/Use of Pepper Spray

Press releases announcing each of the two-hour seminars include the following statement quoting Sergeant Jake King, MPD Training Unit Commander:

“This program has been developed to educate citizens on current firearm laws and weapon safety.  We want to equip citizens with the knowledge and skills so they feel confident handling a firearm or weapon if they choose to do so.” In addition, information packets are provided to attendees, and it should be noted that the program does not permit any private sponsorship, nor endorse any companies’ weapons, firearms or products.

Each seminar begins with a greeting from the Chief of Police or Deputy Chief and there are several officers on hand to answer questions and interact with the audience at the conclusion of the initial presentation.  It is during the informal interaction portion of the program that the most important personal interactions between officers and citizens take place. Many of the interactions and face-to-face conversations go beyond the original topics of firearms safety, and that too is part of purpose of the program; to promote familiar personal dialog between MPD officers and the citizen’s they serve.

Implementation

While the MPD staff was at first uncertain if and how the Firearms Safety Seminar Program would be accepted by the public; that uncertainty, however, was erased immediately when we distributed the first press release announcing the first seminar.  Department telephones began to ring off the hook; e-mails began to fill up and walk-up inquiries about the program were too numerous to count. Most to the interest came from local residents, although calls of positive interest came in from counties and cities throughout the region and even from adjoining states. Some callers wanted to bring entire groups and organizations and some wanted to know when the second seminar would be (even before the first one was presented).  

A diverse cross-section of Citizens started lining up about one hour before the first seminar (November 2010) at Marietta City Hall was scheduled to begin and as the first seminar began, officers had to begin turning people away due to occupancy concerns after over two hundred jammed into City Hall. At the conclusion, citizens were asked to complete critiques of the course and they were all extremely positive and encouraging future seminars of this nature. More importantly, however, were the numerous one-on-one face-to-face conversations citizen attendees had with officers following the presentation.  The conversations covered a wide variety of public safety issues and overall it was a very positive interpersonal exchange between officers and broad cross section of the citizens we serve. In our view, this is the ultimate kind of exchange between police and citizens we try to achieve in our community policing programs.  

Thinking that the overwhelming public attendance the first seminar was perhaps due to curiosity on the part of the local citizens, the MPD scheduled the next seminar for February 2011. The citizen response to that one was even stronger than the first.  Again there were overflow crowds of citizens wanting to attend; and the critiques were glowing and personal exchanges with officers were abundant and positive.

Following the first two seminars, the MPD began receiving requests for information from other police departments across Georgia asking about the format of the seminars because their citizens were requesting that they too offer a similar program. Meanwhile, the MPD continued to receive inquiries and requests from citizens for additional gun safety seminars continued at a steady pace. Many wanted to attend again and bring neighbors friends and their children (the seminar includes a discussions child safety measures when there are guns in a home or vehicle.)

The third seminar (May 2011) was combined with an open house event at Marietta Police Department headquarters. In addition to attending the seminar, attendees were afforded an opportunity to try the Department’s Firearms Training simulator and visit displays and presentations conducted by MPD officers of various programs and crime prevention initiatives. Again, attendance was approximately 200, there were numerous positive interpersonal exchanges and conversations between officers and citizens, and the response from attendees was yet again overwhelmingly positive.
One particularly popular part of the Gun Safety Seminar Program is that working with the national Project Safe Child Program, MPD officers distribute gun safety locks provided free of charge by Project Safe Child to attendees.  Approximately 400 of the locks were distributed thus far and the MPD is awaiting additional shipments for future seminars. 

Due to the overwhelming overall citizen response and success of the Gun Safety Seminar Program, the MPD has incorporated it as a permanent community policing program and will continue to present the seminars on a quarterly basis.

Conclusion

By initiating and continuing the Gun Safety Seminar Program, the Marietta Police Department staff has discovered and achieved a strong advance in community policing emphasizing police-community partnerships and direct collaboration on matters of public safety and crime prevention. By using a focal point of a public safety top of common public interest, i.e., gun safety, the department was able to create a popular forum for police/citizen interaction and collaboration on public safety and crime prevention issues. 
Thank you for your consideration of this nomination. 

Backup documentation concerning the Marietta Gun Safety Seminar Program, including press releases, announcements, and attendee critiques are available for inspection upon request.     


Presentation Style

The Marietta Gun Safety Seminar Program is a dynamic, interactive presentation that uses a variety of training mediums.  Participants are initially handed a comprehensive booklet at the beginning that guides them through the presentation.  A PowerPoint presentation is conducted in the background to give visual clarity to the topics being discussed.  Free gun locks are not only given to each participant, but a table also presents each gun lock with its proper usage in a variety of displayed firearms.  At the conclusion of the presentation certified Marietta Police Firearms Instructors are available to answer questions from the audience.        
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