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T he City of Indio is the largest and most 
populated city in the Coachella Valley 

desert region of southern California. The 
city’s estimated population is about 89,000; 
nearly 68 percent of residents are Hispanic 
and approximately 33 percent of residents 
are 18 years of age or younger.1 The city 
is served by the Indio Police Department, 
which is a full-service law enforcement 
agency, with a total authorized strength of 
74 sworn and 45 non-sworn personnel, as 
well as more than 56 volunteer staff. 

The Indio Police Department is a law 
enforcement agency whose mission, in part-
nership with the community, is to safeguard 
and improve community wellness by using 
both traditional and nontraditional policing 
methods that promote trust. It is a public 
safety agency that empowers residents to 
improve community health and regain own-
ership of their neighborhoods through ongo-
ing community engagement and outreach. 
The Indio Police Department has adopted 
strategies that emphasize data analysis,  
collaboration, and problem-solving to ad-
dress challenges faced by the community. 

Tight budgets have made it necessary 
for the Indio Police Department to maxi-
mize existing resources and share informa-
tion across sectors. By analyzing data in 
new ways, the police department began to 
target interventions more precisely. In addi-
tion, the Indio Police Department developed 
the Office of Community Safety to improve 
engagement across all community segments. 
Through the Office of Community Safety, 
the Indio Police Department strategically 
engages and promotes cross-sector commu-
nity partnerships that facilitate and support 
crime prevention and community wellness. 
The Office of Community Safety maintains 
an outstanding level of agency collaboration 
with other organizations, both in the public 
and private sector. Some of these partners 
include community-based groups; faith-
based organizations; local business owners; 
academic institutions; law enforcement and 
governmental agencies; and local, state, and 
federal agencies.

Our Community … Our Commitment 
The motto of the Indio Police Department 

is “Our Community … Our Commitment.”  
In order to embrace and model this ideal, the 
agency recognizes the importance of bridging 
theory with the practice of community polic-
ing. This is why the Office of Community 
Safety promotes community partnership and 
engagement practices through the principles 
of Crime Prevention Through Community  

Engagement (CPTCE). Developed by the 
American Crime Prevention Institute, CPTCE 
is “the strategic inclusion, involvement, and 
engagement of grass root community mem-
bers in the facilitation and support of crime 
prevention and related community polic-
ing efforts.”2 Consistent with CPTCE phi-
losophies, the department strives to merge 
modern, evidenced-based crime prevention 
strategies with community policing practices 
to facilitate community outreach programs 
that reinforce trust and respect between law 
enforcement and the local community. 

Investing in Youth through Family and 
Community Collaboration

The City of Indio serves two school dis-
tricts with a total of 19 schools, which provide 
the Indio Police Department with extended 
educational and outreach opportunities. 
The police department, community services, 
and city council also jointly developed a 
Youth Advisory Council (YAC) to educate 
and engage youth in local government. The 

selected youth participate as a voice to the 
city council and serve as liaisons between 
their schools, communities, and the police 
department. Within Indio, the YAC members 
have provided valuable input to the commu-
nity building project team for the local teen 
center, written and produced songs to com-
municate the message to teens not to drink or 
drive under the influence of drugs or alcohol, 
and participated in Every 15 Minutes Pro-
gram presentations at local high schools to 
demonstrate the tragedy related to teen traf-
fic collisions involving drunk driving. In fact, 
a member of the city’s YAC was the recipient 
of the All-America City Youth Award.3 

With youth forming one of the largest 
population segments in the city, the Indio 
Police Department is committed to initiat-
ing partnerships and strategies that seek to 
safeguard education, reduce juvenile crime, 
and improve community wellness. 

Intervention has proven critical in pre-
venting youths from engaging in juvenile 
crime.4 Accordingly, in 2014, the Indio Police 

Inset: Safe Routes to School aims to increase the num-
ber of children who walk and bicycle to school, while 
increasing the safety of the activities. Left: Local youth 
and Indio officers take part in annual flag-football 
Turkey Bowl.

Recommendations for Community Outreach and  
Engagement Projects

In its journey to improved community wellness, Indio Police Department 
has learned what works to engage a community. The following are 

recommendations drawn from its experience for other agencies looking to 
implement similar programs:

	 Embed community policing and problem-solving throughout the entire agency.

	 Develop comprehensive volunteer programs for both adults and youth—Indio 
has both a CHIP Program (Citizens Helping Indio Police) for adults and a Cadet 
Program for youth.

	 Build collaborative community partnerships—when community health and 
wellness is at stake, everyone is on the same team.

	 Host face-to-face community meetings, and invite honest, constructive input 
from community members and stakeholders.

	 Educate and empower community members to help develop buy-in and 
ownership. Drive home the mentality that everyone is responsible for creating 
and maintaining public safety.

	 Partner with colleges and universities to host interns in the agency.

	 Listen and learn from critical feedback received through advisory boards, 
community surveys, ride-alongs, internships, Coffee with a Cop, and  
other community-police engagements.

	 Build relationships through community events—shared experiences build 
friendships.

	 Remember that law enforcement agencies are in the customer service business.

	 Tell the agency’s own story with a blend of traditional and modern outreach: 
form a social media team with department members from every unit of the 
department to proactively engage community members and invite them into 
the agency on a daily basis.
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Department enhanced its commitment to 
city youth by initiating a series of bilingual 
Parent Project training sessions that are free 
of charge. The Parent Project is a nation-
ally recognized parenting training program 
specifically designed for “parents raising 
difficult or out-of-control children.”5 The 
primary goals of this program are to reduce 
family conflict, juvenile crime, drug use, 
gang involvement, truancy, and poor school 
performance.6 The Indio Police Department 
introduced the Indio Parent Project in an 
effort to provide families with the skills and 
strategies needed to deal with out-of-control 
students, with the belief that juvenile crime 
prevention and intervention should begin 
at home. In fact, this intervention program 
started as part of the Indio Smart Policing 
Initiative prevention efforts, which ultimately 

resulted in a 44 percent decline in burglary 
crimes compared to the same period in 2013, 
according to research results conducted by 
the University of California, Riverside.7 The 
Indio Parent Project is sustained by an ongo-
ing collaborative partnership with the Desert 
Sands Unified School District, the County 
of Riverside Probation Department, and the 
Indio faith-based community.   

Friendly Rivalry through Healthy 
Sporting Events

As previously stated, juvenile crime pre-
vention efforts are an ongoing priority for 
the Office of Community Safety. The Indio 
Police Department, on average over the 
past five years, participated in four commu-
nity sporting events per year; the games are 
held throughout the city and school districts. 

A community favorite is the annual Turkey 
Bowl, held near the Thanksgiving holiday, 
where Indio police officers kick off against 
teens from the Indio Teen Center in a spir-
ited game of flag football. These community 
events allow Indio Police Department offi-
cers to effectively continue to maintain open 
lines of communication between themselves 
and the city’s youth, which has proven to 
be critical in keeping the Indio community 
healthy and safe. Bragging rights are on the 
line, too, of course! The County of Riverside 
Probation Department is also a collabora-
tive partner and supporter of Indio “Cops vs. 
Kids” community games. 

Safe Routes to School 
In an effort to safeguard education and 

improve community wellness, the Indio Po- 
lice Department participates in the Safe 
Routes to School (SRTS) program. The  pro-
gram is aimed at increasing the number of 
children who walk and bicycle to school, 
while also increasing the safety of these activ-
ities.8 Law enforcement agencies play a very 
important role in this program, working with 
engineers, health advocates, and parents to 
improve student safety while also encourag-
ing more physical activity. Recently, the city 
of Indio partnered with Caltrans’ (California 
Department of Transportation’s) Sustainable 
Transportation Planning Grant Program for 
a Safe Routes to School (SRTS) Master Plan. 
This program aims to support the Caltrans 
mission statement: “Provide a safe, sustain-
able, integrated and efficient transportation 
system to enhance California’s economy and 
livability.” The SRTS Master Plan provides 
a clear and comprehensive framework for 
safety improvements around Indio’s schools, 
with a focus on non-motorized transporta-
tion options within a one-half mile radius 
around the city’s 19 schools. The project is a 
collaborative effort led by the city and police 
department as well as partners from the 
Desert Sands and Coachella Valley Unified 
School Districts and the Riverside University 
Health System Public Health Department.9

National Night Out 
The Indio Police Department is a proud 

and long-time participant of National Night 
Out, a community-building campaign to 
encourage crime prevention awareness 
and community-police partnerships across 
the United States.10 This crime prevention 
campaign is celebrated with block parties, 
cookouts, parades, festivals, visits from lo-
cal officials, law enforcement safety fairs, 
and youth events. The Indio Police Depart-
ment recognizes neighborhood spirit and 
unity as the first defense against crime. For 
this reason, Indio continuously celebrates 
a variety of special citywide and neighbor-
hood events, which continue to support and 
empower residents to claim ownership of 
their neighborhoods through the increase 

Top: The Indio Police Department holds quarterly meetings with stakeholders of the Crime-Free Multi-
Housing Project. Bottom: Indio officers and community members attend annual National Night Out 
community-building events. 
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of community members’ presence in public 
spaces. 

Collaborative Problem-Solving
Similar to many other communities in the 

United States, the city of Indio is not immune 
to the social issue of homelessness. The U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment estimates there are approximately 
550,000 people experiencing homeless-
ness in the United States, and more than 20 
percent of those individuals are in Califor-
nia.11 Riverside County’s 2017 Point-in-Time 
count revealed that, in January 2017, there 
were 1,638 unsheltered people experienc-
ing homelessness in Riverside County, 89 of 
whom were in Indio.12 The issue of home-
lessness affects all elements of a community, 
including the business community. In an ef-
fort to enhance collaborative solutions with 
the business sector, the city council reached 
out to the Office of the Chief of Police to cre-
ate specific strategic objectives and actions to 
mitigate the negative impacts of homeless-
ness on Indio businesses. 

Capitalizing on the foundational work 
initiated by retired Indio Chief of Police 
Richard Twiss through such cross-sector col- 
laboration as the Community Outreach 
Resource Program (CORP), Chief Washburn 
and the Office of Community Safety held a 
series of business district meetings to discuss 

the impacts of homelessness on Indio busi-
nesses. The series of discussions led to the 
formation of Indio Businesses in Action, a 
coalition of active Indio business operators 
whose mission is to minimize the impacts of 
homelessness on Indio businesses through 
empowerment and collaborative problem-
solving efforts. This group brings together 
Indio businesses that are facing quality-of-
life challenges and provides opportunities 
to develop effective strategies to address 
both individual and universal problems. 
This approach has resulted in the identifi-
cation of a few business owners who have 
excelled at addressing homelessness issues 
on their respective properties. These model 
businesses now serve as peer coaches to 
other businesses. In addition, Indio Police 
Department offers free security inspections 
to all businesses within Indio using Crime 
Prevention Through Environmental Design 
(CPTED) principles, a well-known strategy 
to improve safety by making a place less 
attractive to criminal activity through envi-
ronmental improvements.13 The Indio Police 
Department is also a long-time practitioner 
of conventional prevention and outreach 
programs such as the Crime Free Multi-
Housing Program (CFMHP). The CFMHP is 
a solution-oriented crime prevention initia-
tive designed to help rental property own-
ers, managers, residents, police, and other 

agencies work together to keep illegal nui-
sance activity off rental property.14 This pro-
gram has been very effective in making Indio 
multi-family dwellings safer and more desir-
able places to live. The Indio Police Depart-
ment holds quarterly meetings on the topic, 
which helps the department work collab-
oratively with property managers of commu-
nity multi-housing dwellings address issues 
affecting their properties. Currently, there are 
more than 40 crime-free properties and par-
ticipants in the program. 

Neighborhood Watch, another crime pre- 
vention strategy practiced by the agency, 
allows the Indio Police Department to 
inform city neighborhoods on how to dis-
courage, deter, and prevent community 
crime.15 As of now, there are more than 22 
neighborhood watch groups actively collab-
orating with the Indio Police Department. 

Implementation and Sustainability
Agencies looking to enhance their service 

to their communities need to recognize that 
successful health and wellness initiatives 
require commitment from all stakeholders. 
Active community engagement requires 
staffing commitments from the agency in 
order to create and sustain community-police 
partnerships. Thus, the Indio Police Depart-
ment created the position of Community 
Outreach Coordinator to help supplement 
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administrative staff and oversee day-to-day 
community contacts. This investment in 
outreach staff helps fulfill law enforcement’s 
commitment to improving community well-
ness and is cost effective from a fiscal stand-
point. In addition, outreach staff benefits 
youth health and safety in the city through 
community engagement programs such as 
the Parent Project and “Cops vs. Kids” com-
munity games. 

Second, it is crucial that public safety 
agencies adopt strategies that emphasize 
data analysis, collaboration, and problem-
solving to address challenges facing commu-
nities. A police department that truly reflects 
the spirit of community policing is also a 
learning organization. For example, the Indio 
Police Department’s Office of Community 
Safety actively seeks ways to develop cost-
effective, evidence-based policing strategies 
by working in partnership with research 
institutions such as the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside, and Arizona State University 
and the Office of Community Safety con-
tinues to strategically engage in cross-sector 
community partnerships that facilitate and 
support crime prevention and community 
wellness efforts.

Conclusion
 It is understood that the development 

and continued success of a healthy com-
munity lies in the relationships forged and 
the trust developed across all sectors of the 
community: neighborhoods, schools, busi-
nesses, family and social service providers, 
faith-based organizations, and all  levels of  

government service agencies. However, 
when developing and building upon the 
foundation of community wellness, it is also 
important to recognize that every community 
is different. It is vital that law enforcement 
agencies intimately know their communi-
ties’ needs and not be afraid to ask their resi-
dents for critical and constructive input and 
feedback. They must also be willing and able 
to educate the community and empower 
stakeholders to be actively engaged in their 
communities through activities such as 
neighborhood watches, town hall meetings, 
community surveys, and memberships on 
boards and commissions. 

Law enforcement agencies in the 21st 
century must also accept and embrace the 
idea that technology has changed exponen-
tially over the past decades, and that they, 
along with their communities, must evolve 
and develop new approaches to community 
outreach and interactions. The use of tradi-
tional outreach must be complemented by 
the use of modern technology and social 
media in the ongoing development of com-
munity trust, health, and wellness. v
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