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COMMUNITY

“MYSELF AND A LOT OF MY PEERS ARE STARTING TO SAY, 
‘LET’S THINK ABOUT DOING POLICING DIFFERENTLY.’”

- DANNY BAKER, FORT SMITH POLICE CHIEF
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F
OR MANY YEARS, SEBASTIAN COUNTY SUFFERED 

PER CAPITA THE STATE’S HIGHEST ARREST RATE 

AND THE HIGHEST NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN 

FOSTER CARE. These numbers have shifted downward 

significantly due to efforts and collaborations among 

police, social services, government agencies and the 

community. Fort Smith Police Chief Danny Baker and his 

department are increasingly using diversionary techniques 

to keep citizens out of jail and to help families solve their 

problems. The department’s vision includes this goal: “We 

will strive to improve the lives of everyone we encounter.” 

 PHOTO: Sebastian 
County Prosecuting 
Attorney Dan Shue and 
Police Chief Danny Baker 
alongside University 
of Arkansas Fort 
Smith Police staff.
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Q: Rates of violent crimes and incarceration 
are soaring across parts of Arkansas 

and the United States. What’s happening  
in Fort Smith?

BAKER: We saw an over 40 percent reduction 
in our incarceration rate by the Fort Smith Police 
Department from 2017 to 2021. It was significantly 
less than we’d seen in previous years while much 
of the rest of the state, the rest of the country, is 
seeing a phenomenal increase in violent crime – 
it’s literally at a crisis point in some places. 

And, while we have seen small increases in 
certain types of crimes, there is no huge crime 
increase or violent crime increase in Fort Smith. 
In fact, we saw an overall 6 percent reduction in 
Group A crimes during 2021. (This group includes 
assaults, homicides, breaking and entry, fraud, 
kidnapping, vehicle theft and sex offenses.) I think 
that’s statistically significant and, hopefully, we 
can maintain it. 

And that’s amid a hiring crisis. Our police de-
partment has been operating with a significant 
number of vacancies with police officers and dis-
patchers for several years now; ‘20 and ‘21 were 
the worst times that I’ve seen in regards to people 
getting out of the profession. 

Myself and a lot of my peers, hopefully more ev-
ery day, are starting to say, ‘Let’s think about doing 
policing differently.’ Some people have taken that 
to the extreme and said, ‘Let’s defund the police.’ 
Nobody expects that to happen. We’ve got to have 
police officers, folks who are willing to put them-
selves in harm’s way to protect others and to be the 
guardians of the community. But we can think in 
terms of rebuilding faith services and using sobri-
ety facilities and crisis intervention, things that we 

know work, because in every place they’re being 
done, we’re seeing results. Often the results come 
more quickly than anyone anticipated.

Q: How do you instill this vision for your 
officers?

BAKER: Diversion and looking for alternatives 
to incarceration are only one small part of it. We 
encourage our officers, even though there’s less of 
them, to take as much time as they can in trying to 
solve someone’s problem the best way. And that 
is a huge departure from where we came from 
– when you have huge crime issues, you use tra-
ditional policing tactics and you arrest everyone 
you see, you stop everything you see. 

We really encourage our officers to think 
through a problem and try to find an alternative 
to arrest whenever they can, and to be involved in 
the community. I think the officers are starting to 
see the results of their community policing efforts 
and are realizing that it’s more than a feel-good 
thing. It is actually a crime-fighting tool.

Q: How does community involvement 
become a crime-fighting tool?

BAKER: We’ve had several violent, high-profile 
incidents in the last couple years that, because 
we had taken the time to build the trust in the 
communities where those incidents happened, 
people were willing to work with us. And so, when 
we have incidents, instead of being met with si-
lence or opposition, or folks, you know, ‘I didn’t 
see anything,’ or, ‘I live in this neighborhood and 
if I tell you anything you’re not going to do any-
thing to protect me,’ we’re beginning to have more 
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 PHOTOS: (From top) 
Governor Asa Hutchinson 
(left), Officer Robin 
Gaines (middle), and 
Chief Danny Baker. Gaines 
was awarded 2022 Officer 
of the Year for FSPD.

Danny Baker joined 
the Fort Smith Police 
Department in 2001 and 
was named Chief in 2019.
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cooperation from the public when we do have a 
violent crime or something that we need to get 
somebody in jail for. 

If we have a high-crime, low-income apartment 
complex, and particularly one where we have dif-
ficulties with witnesses coming forward and giving 
us information, we send our crime prevention and 
community policing teams out there with a Tahoe 
full of sack lunches. They set up in the parking lot 
and give away food. And that’s it. Nobody’s ask-
ing questions, nobody’s running names, nobody’s 
checking warrants. And that came from our re-
sponse to the pandemic in trying to address do-
mestic abuse and child abuse that we were seeing 
during the quarantine times. 

The officer’s job is to look for and create the 
opportunities to engage with the community in 
non-enforcement activities, non-enforcement 
contacts and roles. That is part of their perfor-
mance evaluation. 

Q: Is it challenging for officers to shift to 
this approach?

BAKER: For the most part, it’s generational in 
thinking. Those of us who have been in the pro-
fession for a long time, it may be a little harder for 
us to see the difference. We require a lot more per-
sonal restraint and de-escalation.

Leadership has to be intentional and deliberate. 
We all have to be on the same sheet of music. 

The younger officers are already looking for 
something different. This generation of those who 
want to be police officers, who are willing to be 
police officers, has a different expectation of what 
being a police officer is about than I did when I 
started 25 years ago. 

The changes we’ve adopted in Fort Smith are at-
tracting candidates. Candidates are telling us that 
is the reason they’re seeking out the department. 

Q: You’ve been quoted as saying, ‘For a 
long time in law enforcement, we’ve 

had discretion but we haven’t had options 
for that discretion.’ What does this mean?

BAKER: There are some things we have no dis-
cretion in, for instance domestic violence. We are 
required by law to make an arrest if we have proba-
ble cause that somebody has committed domestic 
violence on someone, and there are a couple of 
other areas that we have pretty clear guidance on 
what we do. 

But in other areas, it’s baked into the law that 
the individual officer has the ability to determine 
what’s best and how to solve a problem. The an-
swer doesn’t always have to be to arrest someone. 
In my experience, we’ve unfortunately had very 
limited options as to what else we could do other 
than arresting someone and putting them in jail to 
temporarily abate the problem.

And so we’ve been trying hard to develop op-
tions for the police officers on the street, to give 
them avenues for that discretion. We now have an 
arrest-diversion program that an officer can direct 
someone to. Or to the 100 Families initiative and 
other services that we now know exist. We’re mov-
ing toward sobering facilities in Arkansas. And our 
Crisis Intervention Team, they live and breathe in 
discretion because they are trying to find solutions 
for people’s problems without putting them in jail. 

Q: How could diverting an arrest help 
the bigger societal picture?

BAKER: At the end of the day, if you fix one in-
dividual and move them from crisis, addiction or 
untreated mental health, to a healthy, unaddicted, 
treated, functioning individual in our communi-
ty, that one person is going to have a significant 
impact on everyone around them. The change is 

 PHOTO: Community 
Relations Unit FSPD 
distributing food to 
those in need during 
a winter storm.
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exponential, like a pebble in a pond. And that’s re-
ally what drew me to 100 Families, what impressed 
me so much about what they were trying to do. 

Everyone can take a little bit of time to improve 
somebody else, and that’s actually part of our vision 
– using every encounter with another human being 
as an opportunity to improve lives. It takes every-
body. The public, the businesses, the faith-based 
organizations can provide things in ways that we 
can’t. So we involve them in everything that we do.

Arkansas still has work to do in mental health 
and the way it handles those who are in mental 
crisis. The criminal justice system would rather 
that you get people the help they need through the 
system. So police officers are pressured; you get 
them in jail, you get them in front of the criminal 
justice system and now the courts and prosecutors 
can handle getting them plugged in to the services 
that they really need. The problem is that a lot of 
times you are incarcerating people who are ill, who 
need some type of medical care, even if it’s mental 
help. That’s not a criminal justice issue. 

So we fill our jails up with people who need help, 
and we get to the situation we’ve got now with jail 
overcrowding, prison overcrowding, families that 
are dysfunctional or nonexistent, kids in foster 
care. What we’re doing is not fixing the problem, 
and we’ve been doing it a long time. 

What we do see, and what we intuitively should 
know, is that what will impact those problems are 
things like keeping families together and giving 
people the tools to equip them to be stronger 
individuals and families, to work through their 
problems and to connect to the services that they 
need to succeed. And beyond that, there has to 
be a desire to see the people in your community 

do better, not just, ‘Let’s just get them out of our 
community where we don’t have to deal with 
them.’ That’s not working. 

Q: How do you advise other police 
departments that are looking to 

incorporate changes?

BAKER: If I have a department of 163 police offi-
cers and each one spends just a few minutes out of 
their week serving the community, that is going to 
have a significant impact on people in a real way, 
and it’s going to have a significant impact on crime 
as well. It’s also going to impact officer safety. 

If I can’t win folks over from any other angle, I 
will go to the officer safety angle.

If you have a negative encounter with some-
body and you don’t treat them right, if you dis-
respect them, chances are much higher that their 
next encounter with a police officer could be neg-
ative and possibly violent. If, on the other hand, 
you take a little time and show respect and help 
them, and don’t immediately react in a negative 
way to any negativity they’re giving, the chance 
that their next encounter with a police officer will 
be negative or turn violent is going to be less. Just 
a few minutes that you took is going to improve 
the safety of your fellow police officers. You can’t 
argue with that one. 

Don’t be afraid to try a different way. The less 
time we have to spend on people who are strug-
gling with substance abuse and mental health be-
cause we’re getting them the help they need and 
fixing their problems, the more time we’re going 
to be able to spend on those really bad folks that 
we need to be spending our time on. 

 PHOTO: Baker 
addressing community 
relations staff.

“WE WILL STRIVE TO IMPROVE THE LIVES 
OF EVERYONE WE ENCOUNTER.”
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