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La Mesa police chief gets OK to expand, redirect the force, $240K  
DWIGHT DANIELS Staff Writer   
Published: June 25, 1993 
As area cities struggle with their budgets to keep from laying off employees, Chief Walt Mitchell has convinced the City 
Council that his 58-officer police force must grow, and now.  
Not only will Mitchell be allowed to add officers to the force -- three will be hired after the budget is approved within the 
next few weeks -- but he plans to refocus the way the department does business. 
He said he believes that the addition of nine officers and four civilians over the next three years will make it possible for 
the force to change from the traditional respond-from-call-to-call policing style to the latest in law enforcement: 
community-oriented policing. 
In community-oriented, or neighborhood, policing, officers concentrate on particular beats where they try to get to know 
their communities and enlist the aid of citizens in fighting crime. 
Officers also help solve problems other than crime, for example, by working with other city agencies to eradicate 
dilapidated housing, combat graffiti or improve youth recreation programs. With the additional personnel, the La Mesa 
Police Department will have 1.24 officers per 1,000 residents in the city of 54,000, still below the county average of 1.47 
officers per 1,000. 
"We've been at the bottom of the barrel for a long time," the chief said. 
He said the added people will give him the flexibility to make the new techniques work. 
"We've got to change the way we do business . . . and become much more innovative," said Mitchell, 51, a married father 
of two who was appointed to office about a year ago. "I think this will allow us to do that." 
The council has agreed to the first year of Mitchell's plan. Four people -- three officers and one civilian -- will be hired as 
soon as next fiscal year's budget is approved. 
Even before the new employees are on the job, Mitchell is conducting a missionary-style campaign to prepare his officers 
and the community for change, he said in an interview in his downtown office. 
"You can't do (community-oriented policing) unless you have your officers out there interacting with people," said Mitchell, 
who retired as a Los Angeles Police Department commander just before he took his La Mesa post. 
He said it's fundamental that police gain "the involvement and trust of the community." 
Mayor Art Madrid said he believes that the city will welcome the changes, even with the $240,000 price for staff and 
equipment additions for the first year. 
"La Mesa is extremely fortunate to have an individual of Chief Mitchell's credentials and abilities," the mayor said. "The 
telling point is not that just 80 or 90 percent of officers support (his plans), but everyone seems to back him." 
Councilman Barry Jantz said Mitchell's "proactive stance" and outreach have allowed him to overcome the initial obstacles 
he faced in entering the chief's office as an outsider. 
"The community as a whole seems to really like him and his ideas," Jantz said. 
The councilman said the chief has made good on a pledge to consult with many civic groups throughout his first year on 
the job. 
"He's been accepted," Jantz said. 
The first phase of Mitchell's plan takes effect next month, when, under the direction of a newly appointed sergeant, one of 
the city's four police beats will become a test for the new policing concepts. 
The first new officers hired will be assigned patrol duties, freeing other officers who will try the neighborhood-policing 
concepts in the test area, which borders 70th Street to the west, El Cajon Boulevard to the north, state Route 94 to the 
south and Spring Street to the east. 
A civilian crime analyst will be hired to track crime trends, with a concentration on the model program. 
If the second phase of the plan is approved next year, three additional officers will be added to the department's 
investigative staff. 
In the plan's third year, three officers would form the heart of a special enforcement detail, a team that could move from 
problem to problem in the city as events and crime trends dictate. 
Mitchell said he expects narcotics dealing, graffiti and vice or gang activities to be targeted first. 
Other added civilian employees will work on evidence gathering, traffic accident reporting and animal control, freeing more 
officers to work in the neighborhoods.  
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