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PUBLIC SAFETY: THE COST/BENEFIT QUESTION

Calls for service during 2013

“You can’t run 
a professional 
organization 

like a lemonade 
stand.” 

Galveston Police Chief 
Henry Porretto

Calls per officer per day in 2013

City	 	Calls	for	service		 Authorized	 Average	number	of	
	 	 2013	 patrol	officers	 calls	per	officer	
	 	 	 	 per	day
Galveston  75,423  75  2.76 
League City   36,065  80  1.24 

The number of authorized officers is the maximum number funded in department 
budgets. The actual number of officers available for patrol typically is less than authorized 
because of vacation, sick and family leave, mandatory training and because departments 

are seeking to fill positions.     
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Despite Galveston’s seasonal tourist industry, the number of calls to the Galveston Police Department 
that require the attention of a police officer doesn’t fluctuate wildly, Chief Henry Porretto says. 

12 month average: 6,285 calls

Peak

Low

Calls	peaked	at	
7,499	in	March,	a	
spike	14	percent	
above	average

Calls	fell	to	5,085	in	November,	
down	19	percent	from	average.

There were a total of 75,423 
calls for service in 2013.

Notes:	Calls	for	service	include	both	emergency	and	nonemergency	calls	requiring	a	
police	officer’s	attention.	These	numbers	do	not	include	fire	department	and	emergency	

medical	service	calls	that	require	police	assistance	for	things	such	as	traffic	control.	

SOURCES: Galveston Police Department, League City Police Department, League City FY 2014 budget.

What you missed
June 29: The	issue	of	
police	department	staff-
ing	contains	important	
civic	questions	about	
whether	the	city	is	do-
ing	right	by	its	residents,	
its	police	employees,	its	
other	employees	and	
its	own	future	when	it	
comes	to	public	safety	
spending.	

Coming up
	» What	do	you	want?	

Galveston	has	no	short-
age	of	priority	wants	and	
needs.	Where	does	pub-
lic	safety	rank	among	
rank-and-file	residents?
	» SSI	up	close.	GPD	

leaders	say	the	Service	
Standard	Index	shows	
the	department’s	staff-
ing	is	less	than	ideal.	
What	is	the	SSI	and	what	
does	it	show?
	» The	police	budget	

up	close.	How	does	
Galveston’s	public	safety	
spending	compare	to	
other	cities,	plus	some	
interesting	footprints	on	
GPD’s	budget.
	» Costs	and	benefits.	

Policing	is	expensive,	
but	can	effective	public	
safety	efforts	save	
residents	money	and	
perhaps	drive	revenue?

These	and	more,	only	
in	The	Daily	News.

The series

The calls
“It’s just not true,” Police Chief 

Henry Porretto said about the 
underlying assumption. “Our 
calls for service are high all year 
long.”

A call for service occurs any-
time somebody “calls the cops.” 

“It’s everything from ‘Some-
body stole my bicycle, and I 
want you to come take a report’ 
to very serious crimes,” Porretto 
said. “It’s anything that requires 
an officer’s attention.”

Island officers responded to 
75,423 calls in 2013, according 
to the department. The number 
doesn’t include fire and emer-
gency medical calls requiring 
police assistance for things such 
as traffic control.

League City police responded 
to 36,065 calls during the same 
period, according to the 2014 
budget. 

Calls to Galveston police 
peaked in March at 7,499 and 
hit the annual low of 5,085 in 
November.

Galveston Police Department 
is authorized to have 75 patrol 
officers. League City is autho-
rized to have 80, officer Reagan 
Pena, department spokeswom-
an, said.

Those numbers mean that on 
average, Galveston patrol offi-
cers are responding each day to 
more than twice as many calls 
for service as their League City 
colleagues.

The numbers alone don’t tell 
the whole story, Porretto said. 
Like all organizations, the police 
department must work around 
vacation time, sick leave, the 
U.S. Family and Medical Leave 
Act and mandatory training re-
quirements that take officers off 
the street.     

‘From call to call’
The volume of calls for service 

has the department stretched 
thin, Porretto argues.

“We just run from call to call,” 
he said. “We don’t do traffic en-
forcement. We don’t investigate 
anything but major crimes. 

“Our supervision is thin be-

cause we don’t have enough 
sergeants in the field.”

In June, the department re-
quested an increase of about 
$600,000 to its $16.9 million 
budget to hire eight civilian 
support employees and four 
police officers.

Some of the new civilian hires 
would take over evidence gath-
ering and record-keeping tasks, 
allowing sworn officers to be 
shifted back to patrol, Porretto 
said. 

If the request were approved, 
the department might be able 
to increase the number of patrol 
officers by two or three, he said.

The four new officers would 
allow the department to in-
crease the number of detectives 
in its narcotics division to seven 
from three, he said.

It would be a small step to-
ward rebuilding the depart-
ment’s investigative operations, 
which were sharply curtailed 
when the City Council voted a 
tax cut during fiscal  year 2010-
11, he said.

“The result of that was every-

body was shifted to patrol,” Por-
retto said.      

The department needed to 
bolster its narcotics efforts to 
counter a growing presence of 
methamphetamine on the is-
land, Porretto said.

“It’s a small step, but it’s a pro-
active step,” Porretto said. “If 
you can stop, or at least slow the 
growth of narcotics, then all the 
ancillary crimes — the burglar-
ies, the thefts, the robberies — 
will be reduced.”

Seasonal help
There are ways of meeting the 

demand for law enforcement 
without increasing the size of 
the department, however, Eliza-
beth Beeton said. Beeton, who 
served on the City Council for 
six years before leaving because 
of term limits and making an 
unsuccessful run for mayor, has 
long questioned growth in po-
lice department spending and 
advocated for using part-time 
officers.     

“We can’t continue to eat up 
all of our growing tax increment 

with operational spending,” she 
said. “There has to be a balance 
and using part-time or seasonal 
help is among the solutions we 
should consider.” 

The part-time officers 
shouldn’t fall under the city’s 
collective bargaining agree-
ment, she said. 

“The department would need 
to set standards for experience 
and training and then begin 
looking for officers who would 
like to work here for extra in-
come,” she said. 

“We would not have to pay 
them collective bargaining 
rates, just market rates.”

The seasonal-help solution 
has been proposed many times 
in the past and by many people 
other than Beeton. 

Short supply
The department was not 

completely opposed to using 
officers other than its own full-
time staff in some cases, Por-
retto said. It has, for example, a 
roster of 17 reserve officers who 
work for free and would like to 

have even more. Qualified re-
serve applicants are few and far 
between, however, he said. 

“Most are retired and a lot 
them can’t pass our physical fit-
ness test,” Porretto said. “So they 
can’t be covered by our insur-
ance, and so I can’t use them.”

Meanwhile, routinely using 
police from other agencies may 
be more difficult than advocates 
think, may not offer the savings 
they envision and comes with 
a set of downsides, city officials 
said.      

“I don’t believe there are that 
many officers available on peak 
weekends to truly supplement,” 
interim City Manager Brian 
Maxwell said. “When Galves-
ton is jumping, so is Bolivar and 
the bay front.”

Off-duty officers available in 
the area already were working 
all sorts of lucrative side jobs on 
the island, he said. 

“I wonder how much we 
would truly save if we had to 
match the hourly rate they get 
for extra jobs,” Maxwell said.

 
Management issues

Using part-time officers who 
are primarily employed else-
where also presents managerial 
problems, Porretto said.

“You’ve got no control over 
an officer, no way to discipline 
him, except to fire him,” Por-
retto said. That lack of control 
would put the city at a greater 
risk of liability for police mis-
conduct complaints.

“You just can’t run a profes-
sional organization like a lem-
onade stand,” he said.

Beeton, however, said she 
thought the increased risk argu-
ment was unfounded.   

“In truth, there is no liability,” 
she said. “Cities are essentially 
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At a glance
Complaints	against	Galves-
ton	Police	Officers	are	
declining,	according	to	Chief	
Henry	Porretto.	
•	2011	—	129
•	2012	—	55
•2013	—	28

JENNIFER REYNOLDS/The Daily News
Galveston	Police	Officer	Jeffrey	Dagle	talks	to	a	driver	with	an	expired	inspection	sticker.
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