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Policing Protest in New York City 

 
June 17, 2012 to August 1, 2012  

 

 

The NYCLU “Free Speech Threat Assessment” reporting project documents risks to the 

right to protest as a result of heavy-handed NYPD policing and harassment of individuals 

engaged in First Amendment activity.  These reports highlight incidents of often under-the-radar 

and unreported harassment and intimidation of protesters by law enforcement.  Additional 

information about the project, and this and other reports, are accessible online at 

http://www.nyclu.org/nycprotest. 

 

The NYPD’s approach to public protest from June 17, 2012 to August 1, 2012 was 

characterized by the excessive use of force, mistreatment of journalists, multiple restrictions of 

protesters’ movement, selective enforcement of laws, harassment and unjustified arrests. 

 

Police officers were overheard indicating their intent to use force before harassing or 

arresting protesters.  For example, on June 22, a supervisory officer was heard saying, “Start 

lockin’ ‘em up,” when protesters attempted to legally cross a street.  On July 11, before 40 

officers raided protesters gathered in Zuccotti Park and pushed some of them to the ground, the 

precinct captain reportedly stated, “Let’s get ready to roll.”  The cause for the massive police 

incursion into Zuccotti Park was apparently a 56-year-old diabetic woman knitting in a folding 

chair.  A supervisory officer approached her with a bullhorn, demanding that she leave the chair.  

She began to comply and officers took her chair and began searching the cart with her knitting 

supplies, ultimately seizing some of her knitting.  She was told by officers to either leave the 

park or be charged with trespass, so she opted to leave.  A man who attempted to help gather her 

supplies was suddenly thrown to the ground and placed in a headlock by officers who cuffed 

him.  

 

Earlier on July 11, a protester was forcefully arrested for drumming in Zuccotti Park and 

a photographer merely attempting to document the arrest was violently flung over a stone bench 

several times before an officer held the photographer down by placing his knee on the back of 

his neck and arrested him.  That evening, a man filming police officers and broadcasting his 

video live on the internet was arrested while another person videotaping was forced to leave the 

park.   

 

On June 22, another photographer was grabbed from behind and jostled while filming a 

march terminating in Washington Square Park.  NYPD officers were not the only ones to target 

those filming, and on the evening of July 17, an irate Brookfield security guard grabbed a 

protester’s camera, slamming it on the ground.  In addition, NYPD officers posted mug shots of 

activists who film police stop and frisks, labeling them “professional agitators” seeking to 
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“portray officers in a negative way and too [sic] deter officers from conducting there [sic] 

responsibilities.” 

   

The NYPD also took it upon itself to inform the New York Post that DNA samples lifted 

from a CD player found near the corpse of a student who was murdered in 2004 matched a 

sample taken from a chain purportedly used by Occupy Wall Street protesters to open a subway 

gate to permit people to ride for free.  The story was discredited the next day when the media 

learned that both DNA samples actually belonged to a NYPD lab technician who had botched 

the results.   

 

Protesters were also personally targeted by officers, and subjected to selective 

enforcement, false arrests and harassment.  For example, on July 17, an OWS bike repair 

workshop was broken up by the NYPD who claimed the group unlawfully lacked a permit.  

Officers in a van followed the group back to a member’s home several blocks away.  A protester 

was also stopped and frisked on July 27 while awaiting a march to begin.  In addition, in the 

month of July, there were multiple reports of police officers approaching protesters with ongoing 

court cases or who had taken ACDs
1
 by name and threatening them with arrest, reminding them 

they could be subject to protracted jail time. 

 

Since approximately June 27, the NYPD has embarked on a campaign of almost daily 

monitoring, harassing and rousting awake even small groups of protesters outside Trinity 

Church, telling them that they were not permitted to have cardboard, sleeping bags, tarps and 

other personal items.  The NYPD informed people that if they fell asleep, they would be deemed 

no longer in procession of their belongings, which could be taken and thrown away.  At one 

point, on June 29, a supervisory officer attempted to seize a suitcase next to its owner.  When 

one of the approximately half-dozen protesters asked one of the two supervisory officers on the 

scene why they were being treated this way, the officer stated, “Maybe the church got fed up, 

that’s my guess . . . They just figured ‘enough is enough.’”  During the week of July 23, NYPD 

officers became even more aggressive, waking up sleeping protesters every couple of hours to 

inform them that property on their person was unattended and discarded anything left unattended 

for even a few seconds, including a box of books, medical supplies, backpacks and a laptop.  On 

July 29, an officer reportedly cuffed a protester and issued him a summons for “street storage of 

movable property” while the precinct captain reportedly threatened to evict all of the protesters if 

the protester did not stop videotaping him. 

 

In Zuccotti Park, both the NYPD and Brookfield security continued to harass protesters 

by enforcing ad hoc and subjective rules for innocuous behavior.  On July 11, a group of dozens 

of officers menacingly entered the park and swarmed protesters who were merely serving a pasta 

dish, and later, dozens of officers confronted another protester who was lying down, only to 

retreat minutes later each time.  Later in the evening, officers forced many protesters to leave the 

park because their backpacks were deemed too large.  Both the NYPD and Brookfield security 

officers harassed one protester who was merely sitting on the ground. 

 

                                                           
1
 Adjournments in Contemplation of Dismissal (ACDs) may be offered to defendants where a judge seeks 

to ultimately dismiss a case if a defendant is not re-arrested in the next six months.  
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Overpolicing has also been evident even where officers do little to actively disturb 

protesters’ activity.  For example, during a June 22 march against student debt, observers 

remarked there were more officers than protesters.  On July 11, a journalist and others reported 

that about two dozen officers were stationed at Zuccotti Park along with 30 police vehicles to 

watch 70-80 protesters peacefully eating.  That night, the ratio of protesters versus NYPD 

officers and Brookfield security officers was reportedly 1 to 1.  A journalist noted that “columns 

of police” roved around for no apparent reason.   There were also accounts of unjustified 

surveillance, including a TARU officer who filmed a protester who had suffered an anxiety 

attack and was being attended to by a medic. 

 

On July 13, a legal observer noted that a demonstration of approximately 25 protesters at 

the Federal Hall steps was watched by the precinct captain, two supervisory officers, seven 

officers with scooters, three lower ranked officers and four Federal Parks Department officers.  

Several of the officers at the scene stood behind barricades that blocked most of the pedestrian 

walkway by the Stock Exchange while others manned barricades at several nearby streets, 

refusing to allow any pedestrians to enter.  On July 27, a legal observer watched officers close 

Wall Street and order everyone on the street to disperse without giving any reason to justify the 

dispersal.  Twelve police officers, two sergeants, two lieutenants and a captain, remained to 

watch a peaceful gathering of 15 protesters assembled on the Federal Hall steps.   

 

NYPD officers ordered protesters out of public spaces on other occasions as well.  On 

July 11, protesters were directed out of Zuccotti Park en mass while personal property that had 

been left behind was confiscated and a Brookfield security guard reportedly told protesters the 

park was closing.  Those who crossed the street were told that they could not remain on the 

sidewalk, and officers gave alternating rationales stating both that it was closed and that they 

were blocking pedestrian traffic.  A legal observer standing on a public sidewalk who objected to 

the sidewalk clearing was told, “Move or we will arrest you,” and a supervisory officer ordered 

everyone off the sidewalk adjoining Zuccotti Park.   

 

Non-OWS protests have also met resistance when attempting to protest in their desired 

location.  For example, on June 28, a NARAL protest of 100 people held on a sidewalk was 

forced to move across the street and one block away from a Midtown hotel or risk arrest, despite 

previous assurances from the NYPD that they could stay in place.  In their new location, police 

penned them in using barricades. 

 

*   *   * 

People who observe law enforcement officers intimidating, harassing or otherwise infringing on 

the right of people to protest are encouraged to share their stories with the NYCLU by emailing 

protest@nyclu.org.  
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