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Since the mid-1980s, Federal-
local collaboration has be-
come a standard feature of
law enforcement in most
larger U.S. cities. A recent
study examined this trend in
depth to ascertain how Fed-
eral jurisdiction has expanded
and how collaboration works. 

What did the
researchers find?
Most of those involved
agree that collaboration is
a success. Many high-level, 
large-scale drug and gang in-
vestigations were made pos-
sible only through Federal
collaboration with local prose-
cutors and police.

Collaboration offers many
advantages for local police
and prosecutors, as well as
Federal authorities. These
include improved law en-
forcement coordination,
intelligence sharing, and
problem solving. Although
some believe that the Federal
role in local law enforcement
has become too great, over
the past decade that role has
increasingly been defined
through consensus-based
coordination with local
authorities.

Collaboration is likely to ex-
pand in the future. Most task
forces and other collabora-
tions are quite popular with
Federal and local law enforce-
ment representatives and
prosecutors and enjoy high-
level community support.

What were the study’s
limitations?
This primarily historical study
was constrained by the rela-
tively small number of cities
visited and interviews con-
ducted. The researchers
could not interview many of
the public beneficiaries of
collaboration (elected offi-
cials, community groups,
ordinary citizens) or knowl-
edgeable local observers
from the press or academia.

Who should read this
study?
Federal, State, and local law
enforcement officials; Federal
and State policymakers; pros-
ecutors and other attorneys;
criminal justice educators,
students, and researchers. 

ABOUT THIS REPORT



Until the 1980s, long-term
operational collaboration1

between local law enforce-
ment and Federal authorities
was quite rare. Federal law
enforcement was seldom
brought in to tackle urban
crime. Today, the situation is
very different. Hundreds of
Federal-local collaborations
are addressing drug-, gang-,
and violence-related crime in
U.S. cities.

The Federal Government’s
involvement in urban crime-
fighting has created concerns
about the “federalization of
crime.”2 Critics are worried
about accountability,3 overlap-
ping missions, jurisdictional
conflicts, overcrowding of Fed-
eral court dockets, and the
siphoning of resources from
other Federal priorities, such
as cybercrime, white-collar
crime, and terrorism. In prac-
tice, a working equilibrium
has emerged that addresses
at least some of these con-
cerns. Federal and local
authorities generally operate
under formal agreements
or negotiated procedures,
share some operational lead-
ership, consult frequently on
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jurisdiction, and coordinate on
objectives.

To better understand these
developments, the National
Institute of Justice sponsored
a study that examined how
collaboration has evolved
during two decades of joint
crimefighting against drugs,
illegal weapons, and gangs.
The study also examined par-
ticular collaborations in three
cities: San Diego, Detroit,
and Memphis. However,
more research is needed—
on collaboration generally and
Federal-local task forces in
particular—to determine
organizational impact and
community outcomes.

Incentives to
collaborate
Collaboration takes many
forms. Some task forces are
federally led and tackle upper
level crime; often, local police
work closely with Federal col-
leagues on a full-time, even
multiyear basis. In many
cities, these task forces are
part of a broader approach
to fighting urban crime in
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particular neighborhoods,
such as the U.S. Department
of Justice’s Weed and Seed
Program. Many suburban and
rural areas have also estab-
lished federally funded but
locally led Multijurisdictional
Drug Task Forces. Local
authorities may refer certain
cases, such as firearms viola-
tions, to Federal prosecution.

Strong practical incentives
and evolving legal justifica-
tions have driven the growth
of Federal-local collaboration
in fighting urban crime (see
“Operational Incentives for
Collaboration” and exhibit 1).

This collaboration is likely to
endure and expand, for sev-
eral reasons. First, Federal
prosecution is often tactically
more attractive than State
prosecution (see “Advantages
of Federal Prosecution”).
Other reasons are greater
mobility of criminals and
advances in technology (ben-
efiting criminals and law en-
forcement alike) that render
jurisdictional boundaries
insignificant to many
investigations.

Although some incentives
to collaborate may diminish
(such as a local need for so-
phisticated equipment), others
will remain. For example, the
trend toward examining crime
problems multidimensionally
and preventively—a feature of
community-oriented policing—
relies heavily on collaboration
to access local intelligence. At
the same time, the existence
of longer sentences for many
Federal crimes will continue to
make collaboration attractive
for many local jurisdictions.

Most federally led collabora-
tions involve long-term in-
vestigations of criminal
organizations. These organiza-
tions are less hierarchical and
more diversified and techno-
logically savvy than in the
past, which can blur easy dis-
tinctions between high-level

OPERATIONAL INCENTIVES FOR COLLABORATION

Federal authorities need—

■ Additional manpower/geographic coverage to investi-
gate certain crimes.

■ Local intelligence, including access to informants.

Local police need—

■ Greater access to nationwide criminal information.

■ Additional undercover agents unfamiliar to local crimi-
nals and criminal organizations.

■ Access to cross-jurisdictional law enforcement powers
and to more sophisticated investigative methods.

■ Tougher Federal penalties for certain crimes.

Both Federal and local authorities benefit from pooling
scarce material resources, and both need greater inves-
tigative coordination to avoid duplicating activities and
endangering officers.



ADVANTAGES OF FEDERAL PROSECUTION

Prosecution under Federal criminal statutes offers several
powerful advantages:

Federal grand jury. This body can be called at any time,
can be kept in action for as long as 3 years, can hear
hearsay evidence, and is armed with national subpoena
power. State grand juries have a shorter duration, “no
hearsay” rules, and limited subpoena power.

Immunity. Limited immunity for a grand jury witness con-
ferred by Federal prosecutors does not impede later pros-
ecution of the witness for perjury, obstruction of justice, or
contempt. Most States only have blanket transactional
immunity, which provides less flexibility and leverage
against potential witnesses.

Search warrants. Federal standards for obtaining a
search warrant are generally lower than those of most
States.

Preventive detention. The Federal bail statute provides for
preventive detention in a range of circumstances. State
laws do not have such provisions.

Electronic surveillance. Most States require a higher bur-
den of proof for wiretaps than the Federal Government.

Witness protection. In contrast to the well-developed Fed-
eral Witness Protection Program, most States do not have
such a program.

Accomplice testimony. Federal rules permit conviction on
the basis of an accomplice’s uncorroborated testimony.
State rules generally do not.

Discovery. Federal rules provide that a statement by a
government witness need not be made available to the
defense until the witness has testified at trial. Also, the
defense has no entitlement to a witness list before trial
or to interview government witnesses prior to trial. Most
State rules provide otherwise.

3
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criminal activity and street
crime. Federal-local collabora-
tion against such criminal net-
works is more advantageous
than ever.

Tackling new
problems
However, even as Federal-
local law enforcement col-
laboration becomes more
institutionalized through for-
mal agreements, objectives
and missions may need to
adapt to new challenges,
such as terrorism. State and
local investigators and prose-
cutors may be torn between
pursuing locally significant
crime targets or high-level
crime problems of national
significance. Already this has
been a problem for Federal
agents and prosecutors
struggling to balance long-
term undercover investiga-
tions with such activities as
Weed and Seed neighbor-
hood sweeps.

These challenges demand
sophisticated planning and
analysis supported by ad-
vanced technology. Techni-
cal capabilities have been 
enhanced, and communi-
cation across different 
jurisdictions—once
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Exhibit 1. Milestones in Federal-local law enforcement collaboration The growth of collaboration has 
been marked by large-scale policy actions and trends against the backdrop of critical crime problems nationwide.

1930s–1950s. Increasing interstate crime. Federal training and technical assistance for
local law enforcement develops gradually.

1960s. Large in-
creases in urban
violent crime. The
Federal Government
becomes more as-
sertive in addressing
urban crime as a
national issue.

Hobbs Act
(1946)

Omnibus Crime
Control and
Safe Streets
Act (1968)

Travel Act
(1961)

1930 1935 1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965

1930s. Local police begin 
providing crime data to FBI
(Universal Crime Reports).

1932. Wickersham Commis-
sion reports on national
approaches to crime control.

1935. FBI’s National Police
Academy founded.

1967. National Crime
Information Center
established.

1968–1969. National
Commission on the
Causes and Prevention
of Violence reports to
the President.
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1970s. Further increases 
in urban crime. Federal 
financial and technical 
assistance to local law 
enforcement accelerates.

1990s. Spike in urban vio-
lent crime, followed by
falling crime rates. Federal
facilitation of regional/local
strategic law enforcement
planning and coordination
emerges.

1980s. Dramatic increases 
in drug trafficking and 
violent crime. Formal 
Federal-local operational 
collaboration takes off.

Comprehensive
Drug Abuse
Prevention &
Control Act

(1970)

Racketeer
Influenced and

Corrupt
Organizations

(RICO) Act
(1970)

Comprehensive
Crime Control

Act (1984)

Violent Crime
Control 

and Law
Enforcement

Act (1994)

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

1970. Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration
founded.

1978. First Drug Enforcement
Administration State and
Local Task Forces established.

1982. Attorney General’s
Task Force on Violent Crime;
Organized Crime Drug
Enforcement Task Force pro-
gram established.

1986. Project Achilles 
initiated.

1988. Byrne Program and
Multijurisdictional Drug Task
Forces established; Federal
sentencing guidelines
passed.

1989. First High Intensity
Drug Trafficking Areas 
established.

1991. Weed and Seed
Program initiated.

1992. FBI’s Safe Streets
Violent Crime Initiative
implemented.

1994. Attorney General’s
Anti-Violent Crime Initiative
implemented.

1995–1997. Boston Gun
Project (Project Ceasefire)
conducted.

2001. Project Safe
Neighborhoods
established.

Organized
Crime Control

Act (1970)

Anti-Drug
Abuse Acts
(1986 and

1988)
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nonexistent—has vastly im-
proved. For example, some
task forces are using sophisti-
cated databases and crime
mapping to address neighbor-
hood or citywide problem
solving.4 National initiatives
such as Project Safe Neighbor-
hoods are expanding collabo-
rative approaches to address
chronic urban crime (see  

“Project Safe Neighborhoods:
Collaboration Against Gun
Crime”).

A united front against

urban crime. As a sustained
policy, closer collaboration
between Federal and local
law enforcement in fighting
urban crime first emerged
after the Attorney General’s
Task Force Report on Violent
Crime in 1982. Throughout
the 1980s and 1990s, Federal
authorities devoted increas-
ing resources to helping
State and local authorities
address surging drug, gang,
and firearms crime, empha-
sizing the use of Federal
prosecution. (Exhibit 1 shows
the expansion of both Federal
jurisdiction and operational
assistance.)

Although locally based, most
collaborations have been
organized by Federal authori-
ties (see exhibit 2). Increas-
ingly, U.S. Attorneys have
found themselves in a new
role directing Federal and
local law enforcement agents
in strategic investigations.5

Because of their political
stature and influence and
their position at the intersec-
tion of many different law
enforcement organizations,
U.S. Attorneys and High
Intensity Drug Trafficking Area
(HIDTA) executive boards6

PROJECT SAFE NEIGHBORHOODS: COLLABORATION
AGAINST GUN CRIME

A potent example of Federal, State, and local collaboration
tackling a major crime problem is Project Safe Neighbor-
hoods. Founded in 2001 by the U.S. Department of Justice,
this national initiative is forging strategic partnerships
among Federal, State, and local law enforcement agen-
cies in a coordinated offensive against gun violence. Fed-
eral funds have been appropriated to hire new Federal
and State prosecutors, support criminal investigations,
provide training, and develop community outreach pro-
grams. Each U.S. Attorney, in partnership with other
Federal agencies and State and local authorities, is de-
veloping a comprehensive gun violence reduction plan
tailored to the needs of that district.

The program’s effectiveness depends on collaboration
among Federal, State, and local agencies in—

■ Illegal gun interdiction.

■ Apprehension and prosecution of armed offenders.

■ Public campaigns to raise gun safety awareness and
encourage the use of child safety locks.

President Bush has referred to Project Safe Neighbor-
hoods as “an unprecedented partnership among all levels
of government.”

More information is available at http://www.psn.gov.
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have been instrumental in
facilitating strategic planning
for collaborations.

Many types of collabora-

tion. Federal-local law en-
forcement collaborations

have proliferated in varying
forms during the past two
decades, whether federally or
locally led (see exhibit 3).7

Their missions and organiza-
tion are based on local cir-
cumstances and specific

Program Initiated Sponsoring agency Purpose

State and Local Task 1978 U.S. Drug Enforcement Uses a high degree of local law enforcement
Forces Administration (DEA) participation and leadership to target mid- to

upper level drug trafficking in larger cities.

Organized Crime Drug 1982 U.S. Department of Targets high-level drug traffickers and large-
Enforcement Task Forces Justice (DOJ) scale money laundering organizations 

through individual case collaboration and 
funding.

Project Achilles 1986 Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco,  Uses stringent Federal firearms penalties
Firearms and Explosives (ATF) to target armed violent offenders through 

case selection. (Program may assume other 
names in particular localities.)

High Intensity Drug 1989 Office of National Drug Generally coordinates and supports Federal-
Trafficking Areas (HIDTAs) Control Policy local collaboration in fighting drug-related 

crime in "gateway" regions.

Weed and Seed 1991 DOJ Combines community-focused human servic-
es and economic development programs with
neighborhood-targeted law enforcement.

Safe Streets Violent 1992 Federal Bureau of Uses special task forces with local law en-
Crime Initiative Investigation (FBI) forcement participation to transfer FBI expe-

rience against criminal organizations to 
investigations against gangs.

Mobile Enforcement Teams 1995 DEA Provides short-term, collaborative assistance
to communities that request Federal help to 
address drug-oriented violent crime.

Anti-Violent Crime Initiative 1994 DOJ Linked U.S. Attorneys, State and local
authorities, and often the FBI, to develop 
locally tailored antiviolent crime strategies. 
(Although program funding has ceased, some
collaborations are still ongoing.)

Project Safe Neighborhoods 2001 DOJ Supports Federal-local collaboration in gun 
violence prevention and prosecution through 
U.S. Attorneys.

Exhibit 2. High-profile Federal-local collaboration targeting urban crime
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National Task Grant-funded programs/ Special initiatives/ Umbrella coordination
Force programs demonstration projects informal collaborations mechanisms

Federally led FBI Safe Streets 
collaborations Violent Crime 

Initiative.  

DEA State and Local 
Task Force program.

ATF Project Achilles 
(includes some formal 
task forces).

State- or locally Byrne Program-funded 
led collaborations Multijurisdictional Task 

Forces (MJTFs) (only 25% 
have formal Federal agency 
participation).

Also, demonstration pro-
jects funded by BJA (e.g., 
Organized Crime Narcotics 
Trafficking Enforcement 
Program).

Exhibit 3. Types of Federal-local law enforcement collaboration

Project Safe Neighbor-
hoods (local initiatives
implemented by U.S.
Attorneys’ Offices with
some centralized funding).

Some U.S. Attorney Anti-
Violent Crime Task Forces
(continuing with local dis-
cretionary funding).

Also, episodic, case- 
specific collaborations of
shorter duration between
Federal, State, and/or
local agencies (e.g., 
Project Exile).

DEA Mobile Enforcement
Team program.

Some Project Achilles 
collaborations.

Special programs or task
forces funded by the
Bureau of Justice Assistance
(BJA) through discretionary
grants [e.g., Washington
(D.C.) Metropolitan Task
Force].

HIDTAs (regional 
executive boards).

OCDETF (District
Coordination Groups).

Law Enforcement
Coordinating Committees
(LECCs).

Regular Federal judicial
district law enforcement
coordination meetings
facilitated by U.S.
Attorneys.

Special local initiatives or
coordinating groups (e.g.,
Methamphetamine Task
Force in San Diego).

Notes: Many programs may be supplemented by HIDTA and Weed and Seed initiative funding and/or individual OCDETF case
funding in particular regions or Federal judicial districts.

Some FBI task forces may overlap administratively with Anti-Violent Crime Task Forces, which may now be partly self-funded by
individual U.S. Attorneys’ offices.

MJTFs with episodic
Federal participation on
investigations.
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program arrangements. Some
are highly formal Drug En-
forcement Administration
(DEA)- or FBI-led task forces
operating under a legal
arrangement such as a mem-
orandum of understanding
(MOU); others represent
coordinated case selection
and/or funding mechanisms
that are maintained through
standing collaborative rela-
tionships, such as the
Organized Crime Drug En-
forcement Task Force
(OCDETF) program. Still
others are loosely structured
case targeting or referral ini-
tiatives such as Federal pros-
ecution of certain gun crimes
(e.g., Project Exile, Project
Safe Neighborhoods).

Collaboration in three cities.

Recognizing this broad spec-
trum of collaboration in urban
areas around the Nation, re-
searchers examined three
cities that differed in their
approaches to collaboration.

San Diego. Influenced by the
large Federal presence there,
a strong collaborative environ-
ment developed in San Diego
in the 1970s with the estab-
lishment of one of the earliest
drug task forces in the country
(developed by local authorities
and later incorporated into the
DEA State and Local Task
Force program). Also, under

the auspices of the U.S. Attor-
ney and the district attorney, a
monthly meeting of various
San Diego County police
chiefs grew to help coordinate
several collaborations in the
1980s and 1990s. Today, San
Diego has several Federal-local
task forces and subunits that
focus on specific neighbor-
hoods and problems.

Detroit. This city, which has
suffered some of the highest
crime rates in the country in
recent decades, did not have
meaningful Federal-local col-
laboration until the mid-
1990s, when a new mayor,
police chief, and U.S. Attor-
ney forged new ties. To-
day, several federally led
collaborations are coordinat-
ed through a monthly law en-
forcement forum convened
by the U.S. Attorney. Coordi-
nation of drug enforcement
task forces and allied collabo-
rations is also facilitated by
the Southeastern Michigan
HIDTA.

Memphis. Federal-local law
enforcement collaboration
developed gradually in Mem-
phis. In the mid-1990s, the
U.S. Attorney, the district
attorney, the FBI, and the
DEA developed partnerships
with local authorities, some
of which continue today. In
1997, the U.S. Attorney began



10

R E S E A R C H  I N  B R I E F  /  D E C .  0 3

monthly meetings with the
district attorney general to
encourage greater coopera-
tion between their offices. As
an example of local variation,
the Memphis Gang Task
Force is an informal collabora-
tion, while its counterpart in
San Diego is a formal FBI
task force.

Prosecutorial implications.

Although collaboration has
probably increased the num-
ber of Federal drug, firearms,
and gang prosecutions, the
magnitude of this increase
is difficult to determine be-
cause aggregate statistics on
Federal prosecutions do not
track whether a case was
developed through collabora-
tive work. Concerns about
the possible overuse of Fed-
eral prosecution should be
viewed in a broader context,
however. In recent years,
only about 4 percent of felony
convictions in the United
States have been Federal.8

Federal felony drug convic-
tions represented only 4.9
percent of total felony drug
convictions in 1996.9 A higher
proportion of felony firearms
convictions (approximately 9
percent) came from Federal
courts that year compared to
previous years. However, 9
out of 10 felony firearms con-
victions were still handed
down by State courts. This

proportion remained fairly
constant into the late 1990s
despite the increase in Feder-
al firearms cases.10

Although Federal criminal
prosecutions have increased
rather modestly, the higher
volume of Federal firearms
prosecutions has burdened
some individual U.S. Attor-
neys’ Offices. These offices
sometimes have had difficul-
ty exercising discretion rela-
tive to certain case-targeting
initiatives.11 However, the
consistently small Federal
share of the overall urban
crime caseload shows that
Federal prosecutors generally
are exercising restraint.12

Achieving consensus. Be-
cause many potential Federal
cases are now generated by
Federal-local collaborations,
decisions to prosecute
federally are rarely ad hoc
unilateral decisions by U.S.
Attorneys, but rather reflect
consensus among represen-
tatives of different jurisdic-
tions. U.S. Department of
Justice prosecutorial guide-
lines recommend that Fed-
eral, State, and local law
enforcement agencies strive
for routine communications
and the most effective use
of Federal prosecution.13

Moreover, each U.S. Attorney
develops prosecutorial
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guidelines for local Federal
districts, which further disci-
plines jurisdictional determi-
nations and ensures that all
parties are “on the same page.”
Other proven practices for
managing jurisdictional issues
include—

■ Close monitoring by senior
Federal prosecutors of U.S.
Attorney’s Offices’ intake
decisions to ensure
consistency.

■ High-level, institutionalized
lines of communication
between U.S. Attorney’s
Offices and district attor-
ney’s offices about the
handling of cases suscep-
tible to both Federal and
State jurisdiction.

■ Designation of rank-and-
file Federal and local pro-
secutors as liaisons to 
task forces and other
partnerships.

Collaboration works
The impact of collaboration
on urban communities is hard
to ascertain because of how
difficult it is to link changes in
crime to specific law enforce-
ment activities.14 Anecdotally,
however, researchers found
that collaborations have had
considerable success, par-
ticularly against gangs.

Collaborative work led to the
disruption or breakup of sev-
eral long-entrenched gangs
in the three cities studied.
Reductions in violent crime
have been attributed partly to
aggressive firearms prosecu-
tions by task forces. In many
prosecutions, violent recidi-
vists and gang members
were convicted of one or
more gun crimes and given
substantial sentences.

Study interviewees also
noted how the use of Federal
firearms charges in prosecut-
ing particularly dangerous
individuals and gangs encour-
aged the criminal community
to keep guns off the street.15

Operationally, interjurisdic-
tional collaboration appears
to have promoted better
problem solving and intelli-
gence sharing, as well as
improved officer safety. It has
also permitted specialization
against particular targets
(such as gangs, airport drug
interdiction, or drug-related
homicides) and increased
funding to pay for informants,
evidence, and overtime,
which facilitates long-term
investigations and around-the-
clock surveillance.16

More formally organized col-
laborations seem to work
best. Too much informality
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and insufficient clarity of mis-
sion can create uncertainty,
weaken commitment, and
impair operations.17 Evidence
also suggests that successful
Federal-local law enforce-
ment collaborations usually
have—

■ High-level agency commit-
ment and sustained funding.

■ Clear ultimate legal author-
ity in one agency and use
of interagency MOUs and
written paperwork proto-
cols to promote clarity of
roles and responsibilities.

■ Joint Federal-local leader-
ship on executive or control
boards and at the operating
level.

■ Where possible, co-location
of Federal and local law
enforcement personnel
to promote loyalty and
teamwork.

A better understanding of the
effectiveness of collaboration
is needed; very little rigorous
evaluation has taken place.
Increasing demands on
law enforcement call for
more research into how
Federal-local collaboration
has affected law enforce-
ment agencies, their opera-
tions, the criminal justice
system, and crime.
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