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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 unreported harassment and intimidation 
of protesters by law enforcement. Additional information about the project and other reports are 
accessible online at http://www.nyclu.org/nycprotest. 

The NYPD's approach to public protest from November 26, 2014 to January 2, 2015 showed a 
departure from past practices of excessive force and mass arrests. However, the NYPD imposed 
restrictions on protesters’ movements through the extensive use of barricades, and there were several 
incidents of excessive use of force. Also troubling were the NYPD’s use of “sound cannons,” which are 
potentially harmful crowd dispersal equipment, and the reported harassment of demonstrators who were 
arrested and released. 

On November 26, 2014, an officer grabbed and shoved a protester in the street, as observed by a 
Village Voice reporter. The next day, NYPD officers blocked protestors attempting to march from the New 
York Public Library toward the Thanksgiving Day Parade using metal barricades as shields. Protesters 
involved in that march alleged that undercover and plainclothes officers infiltrated their group and 
assaulted them from within. During that incident, six protestors were arrested and one protestor was 
issued a summons. Some of those arrested reported that NYPD officers interrogated them about their 
social media activity and connections to other organizers.  

On December 1, a group of 200 to 300 high school students engaged in a demonstration to protest 
the grand jury’s decision not to indict officers in the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Mo. The group 
marched on the sidewalks from Union Square to Times Square, and at times spilled into the streets. The 
NYPD mobilized officers in patrol cars, vans, tactical response units and motorcycles that guided the 
group onto the sidewalks for the majority of the route, but were for the most part accommodating to 
demonstrators. A small number of protesters who remained in the street were arrested, including a 
journalist. Upon reaching Times Square, demonstrators were encouraged to remain in a barricaded area. 

On December 3, after a Staten Island grand jury decided not to indict an NYPD officer in the 
chokehold death of Eric Garner, unplanned protests took place across the city. In the main concourse of 
Grand Central Terminal, NYPD officers stood by without interfering as protesters staged a “die-in.” Other 
groups of protesters gathered at Times Square and Union Square. Many marched toward Rockefeller 
Center, where the annual Christmas tree lighting ceremony was taking place. In Times Square, NYPD 
officers closed barricades surrounding the protesters, preventing some people from entering or leaving 
42nd Street. After the NYPD officers were confronted by legal observers, they agreed to reopen a section 
of the barricades.  



Throughout that night, protesters noted that, in marked contrast to NYPD tactics during Occupy 
Wall Street, police were far more tolerant and less physical in their interactions with the marchers. NYPD 
officers were seen diverting traffic to allow protesters to march down the middle of several streets.  

Nonetheless, NYPD officers were still present in large numbers on the streets surrounding 
Rockefeller Center, with Sixth Avenue almost completely barricaded off by metal gates. Officers actively 
sought to prevent protesters from reaching the Christmas tree lighting ceremony, but were also seen 
escorting tourists and people with passes for the ceremony through the barricades and toward 
Rockefeller Center. Police vans, tactical response vehicles and officers in riot gear arrived on the scene. 
Several arrests were made near Radio City Music Hall when officers ordered protesters out of the 
streets. Many NYPD officers were present as protesters marched on the West Side Highway and through 
the Lincoln Tunnel. In those locations, officers were seen in riot gear with nightsticks drawn. 

The NYPD reported that 83 arrests were made on the night of December 3 and the early morning 
hours of December 4 (25 protesters who were arrested in the wake of the Ferguson protests). There were 
no mass arrests of large groups of protesters at once, unlike during Occupy Wall Street in 2011, when 700 
protesters were arrested for marching on the Brooklyn Bridge. NYPD Commissioner William Bratton 
indicated that this was because courts often dismissed those past mass arrests, which then resulted in 
expensive lawsuits for the NYPD. Therefore, the NYPD decided beforehand to allow protesters to roam 
provided there was no resulting violence or vandalism. Officers were instructed to make arrests only 
when they could testify that they had seen a violation take place.  

On the night of December 4, protests continued. The largest rally began in Foley Square and 
branched out into marches on the West Side Highway, across the Brooklyn Bridge and other locations. 
Protestors conducted sit-ins throughout the city, blocking traffic on Broadway and the West Side 
Highway. Some people who blocked traffic were arrested, including a group of rabbis who blocked traffic 
at 96th Street and Broadway on the Upper West Side.  

Near the Barclays Center in Brooklyn, NYPD officers escorted marchers into the center and 
diverted traffic as protestors blocked the street by participating in a “die-in.” Those protestors eventually 
marched back toward the Manhattan Bridge to return to Manhattan. On the bridge, NYPD officers had 
closed the Manhattan-bound lanes to traffic. Officers attempted to stop the group of protestors from 
using the Brooklyn-bound lanes with orange netting at the foot of the bridge and by physically blocking 
protestors who made it on to the bridge itself.  Dozens of protesters nonetheless managed to cross onto 
the Brooklyn-bound side of the bridge and stop traffic, and later sat in the roadway once reaching the 
Manhattan side. At that point the NYPD brought in additional vehicles. Officers surrounded the 
approximately 40 protesters in the roadway with orange netting, and arrested everyone inside.  

Over the two days of the December 3 and 4 protests, the NYPD arrested just slightly more than 
300 protesters. Officers reportedly used pepper spray in at least two incidents.  

On December 13, tens of thousands of protesters participated in the Millions March in Manhattan, 
that proceeded from Washington Square Park to Herald Square, and then south toward NYPD 
headquarters at One Police Plaza. As the protestors neared One Police Plaza, the NYPD erected several 
barricades that guided the march back toward Foley Square and trapped protesters by leaving only a few 
isolated exits. The approach to One Police Plaza was completely blocked off by barricades lined by dozens 
of NYPD officers, some in riot gear.  

Later that day, a group of protesters marched on the Brooklyn Bridge after splitting off from the 
main Millions March group near Foley Square. A few protesters allegedly assaulted two NYPD officers on 



the Brooklyn Bridge. The NYPD identified several National Lawyers Guild legal observers as potential 
witnesses to the incident. In a press conference, Commissioner Bratton stated that he was “very 
disappointed” that the legal observers “[did] not take any action whatsoever to assist the police officers, 
to try to mitigate the assault on our officers,” despite the fact that legal observers are neutral parties 
whose task is to monitor and report protest activity without actively involving themselves.  

As of December 16, NYPD officers had made 331 arrests, including six people for assaulting an 
officer. Many of those arrested were protesters who attempted to breach barricades or who sat in 
roadways and blocked traffic and disregarded police instructions to stop. 

 On New Year’s Eve, around 100 people attempted to march from Union Square to Times Square, 
largely sticking to sidewalks. The group made it to 38th Street before they were blocked by police 
barricades. The NYPD affirmed the protesters’ right to march but handed out fliers warning of the 
potential for “disorderly conduct” arrests if they attempted to march in the streets.  

On January 2, 2015 at a protest outside of News Corp’s headquarters in Midtown Manhattan, 
NYPD officers barricaded off a section of the street and sidewalk in the outside plaza, a privately-owned 
public space. Many protesters were stuck outside of the barricades, and some staged a “die-in” there. 
One legal observer witnessed an officer grabbing the arm of a woman taking pictures of the 
demonstration and another officer instructing a different woman not to sit on the barricade. Another legal 
observer witnessed a line of police officers walking toward protesters standing outside the barricades, 
apparently to persuade people not to stand still but continue moving until reaching the end of the block. 

Cell Phone Use. Legal observers at multiple protests reported difficulties using cell phones. 
During the Millions March on December 13, one legal observer reported that her phone became 
unresponsive, and several others noted unusually long delays in sending and receiving messages. Even at 
much smaller demonstrations, including a January 2 rally with 30 to 40 protesters on the steps of Federal 
Hall in Lower Manhattan, legal observers reported being unable to acquire a signal. It is unknown 
whether cell phone communication was intentionally disrupted. 

Long Range Acoustic Devices. At multiple protests, NYPD officers were observed using 
Long-Range Acoustic Devices (LRAD), a device popularized by the military and capable of acting both as a 
loudspeaker or a crowd dispersal device. An LRAD is capable of emitting repetitive sound blasts of up to 
152 decibels, a level that can cause permanent hearing damage. Video footage of the LRAD in action 
shows protesters scattering away with many covering their ears. Protesters described the sound as 
emotionally jarring and resulting in disorientation and dizziness. One protester reported being in pain and 
suffering earaches for six days after he was subjected to LRAD blasts. The NYPD has not produced any 
directives, policies or manuals relating to how LRAD devices should be used, despite receiving multiple 
Freedom of Information Law requests. Although the NYPD’s own test found that sustained exposure to a 
110-decibel blast from 320 feet away could cause permanent hearing loss, the LRAD blast was 
troublingly used at much closer ranges during the protests.  

Home Interrogation. Some people who were arrested at protests told advocates in 
Communities United for Police Reform, a coalition founded by the NYCLU,  that NYPD officers troublingly 
showed up afterward at their homes and asked questions about their involvement in the protests and 
their social media activities.  

Surveillance. There was noticeably less surveillance by NYPD Technical Assistance Response 
Unit (TARU) officers compared to Occupy Wall Street. TARU officers carry video cameras and during 
Occupy Wall Street, they frequently videotaped protesters doing nothing more than standing or walking 



on sidewalks, a practice that was criticized for chilling protest activity and violating court agreements. 
TARU officers were present at several protests between November 26, 2014 and January 2, 2015, but 
were not seen filming protesters, except during the November 28 protests near Macy’s department store.  

*    *    * 

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.  


