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THE TRUTH BEHIND THE BADGE: UNDERSTANDING THE KNAPP COMMISSION
REPORT

The summer of 1970 was a sweltering season of discontent in New York City. Crime was climbing,
trust in institutions was plummeting, and a shadow of suspicion hung over the men and women
sworn to protect the public. Rumors of widespread police corruption had simmered for years, but
they exploded into public consciousness when two brave officers, Frank Serpico and David Durk,
stepped forward. Their revelations did not just embarrass the New York Police Department; they
forced the creation of a landmark investigation that would change American law enforcement
forever. That investigation produced the Knapp Commission Report, a document that is still
studied today as a blueprint for understanding institutional corruption and police reform. More than
just a historical artifact, the Knapp Commission Report remains a touchstone for anyone trying to
understand the complex relationship between the police and the communities they serve.

Before the Knapp Commission, the typical response to allegations of police corruption was denial or
damage control. The NYPD had a long-standing reputation for closing ranks and protecting its own.
Whistleblowers were silenced, evidence was ignored, and the public was left to wonder how deep
the rot truly went. The Knapp Commission changed that by providing a systematic, evidence-based
look at the problem. It did not just catalogue wrongdoing; it explained it. It offered a vocabulary for
talking about corruption that the public and the police themselves could understand. This article will
take a deep dive into the Knapp Commission Report, exploring its origins, its shocking findings, its
lasting impact, and the lessons it still holds for modern policing.

WHAT WAS THE KNAPP COMMISSION?

The Knapp Commission, formally known as the Commission to Investigate Alleged Police
Corruption, was a five-member panel established by New York City Mayor John Lindsay in April
1970. The commission was named after its chairman, Whitman Knapp, a respected federal judge.
The mandate was clear but daunting: investigate the extent of corruption in the NYPD and
recommend changes to prevent it from happening again. The commission held public hearings that
were nothing short of a bombshell, featuring testimony from officers, drug dealers, gamblers, and
businessmen who all described a system where payoffs and bribes were routine.

A Crisis of Confidence

The creation of the commission was a direct result of the Serpico and Durk testimony. Frank Serpico,
an undercover officer, had tried for years to report corruption internally, only to be met with hostility
and indifference. When his story broke in the New York Times in April 1970, the public outcry was
deafening. The mayor had no choice but to act. The Knapp Commission was given subpoena power
and the resources to conduct a thorough investigation. They interviewed hundreds of witnesses,
reviewed thousands of documents, and ultimately produced a report that was both a condemnation
and a roadmap for change.

THE CORE FINDINGS OF THE KNAPP COMMISSION REPORT

The most famous and enduring contribution of the Knapp Commission Report is its clear distinction
between two types of corrupt officers: the "grass-eaters" and the "meat-eaters." This simple
framework made a complex problem understandable to the general public and became a standard
typology in criminal justice literature.

Grass-Eaters vs. Meat-Eaters

Grass-eaters were officers who passively accepted gratuities, small bribes, and petty favors that
came their way. They did not actively seek out corrupt opportunities, but they also did not refuse
them. A grass-eater might take a free meal from a restaurant owner, accept a small cash payment
from a construction site for turning a blind eye to a minor violation, or pocket a few dollars from a
gambler. The Knapp Commission Report argued that grass-eaters were the majority of corrupt
officers. They were not the masterminds of crime, but they created a culture where corruption was
normalized.

Meat-eaters were a smaller but far more dangerous group. These were officers who actively sought
out and created opportunities for corruption. They demanded large payments, extorted money from
criminals, and engaged in serious criminality like drug trafficking and robbery. A meat-eater might
shake down a drug dealer, steal cash from a crime scene, or accept thousands of dollars to protect
an illegal gambling operation. The Knapp Commission Report found that while meat-eaters were
fewer in number, their impact on public trust and the integrity of the department was devastating.
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Systemic and Institutionalized Corruption

Perhaps the most damning conclusion of the Knapp Commission Report was that corruption was not
just a problem of a few "bad apples." It was systemic. The report described a system where corrupt
practices were "institutionalized" and embedded in the culture of the NYPD. Officers learned how to
engage in corruption from their peers. The "blue wall of silence" prevented any internal
accountability. The commission found that the NYPD's own internal affairs division was woefully
inadequate, often punishing whistleblowers instead of corrupt officers. The report concluded that
corruption was a feature, not a bug, of the department's operations in certain units.

THE IMPACT AND LEGACY OF THE KNAPP COMMISSION REPORT

The Knapp Commission Report did not disappear into a dusty archive. Its recommendations led to
concrete changes, and its philosophical approach influenced police reform for decades. However,
the road to reform was neither smooth nor complete.

Immediate Reforms in the NYPD

In the wake of the report, the NYPD implemented several key changes. A new, independent internal
affairs division was created to investigate corruption without the influence of local precinct
commanders. The department began rotating officers in sensitive assignments like narcotics and
gambling to prevent them from developing long-term corrupt relationships. Better background
checks and psychological screening were introduced for new recruits. Perhaps most importantly, the
department began to take the problem of the "blue wall of silence" seriously, creating new channels
for whistleblowers to report misconduct without fear of retaliation.

A National Template for Reform

The influence of the Knapp Commission Report spread far beyond New York City. Police departments
across the country used it as a model for their own investigations and reforms. The grass-eaters
versus meat-eaters framework became a standard part of police training. The report legitimized the
idea that corruption was a systemic problem requiring cultural change, not just punishment of a few
individuals. It also demonstrated the power of independent oversight. Many cities created their own
civilian oversight boards and commissions inspired by the Knapp model.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE REPORT

No landmark report is without its critics. The Knapp Commission Report has been criticized on
several grounds. Some argue that it focused too much on lower-level corruption and did not
adequately address high-level corruption within the department's command structure or its
connections to political power. Others contend that while the report diagnosed the problem well, its
recommendations were never fully implemented. The internal affairs reforms, for example, had

mixed results, and the blue wall of silence proved stubbornly resilient.

There is also a critique that the report, by creating the category of "grass-eaters," inadvertently
gave a pass to officers who engaged in petty corruption. Some argued that the distinction made
small-scale corruption seem acceptable or inevitable, whereas a more absolutist position would have
demanded zero tolerance across the board. Despite these criticisms, the Knapp Commission Report
is still considered a crucial step forward in how society understands and addresses police
misconduct.

THE MODERN RELEVANCE OF THE KNAPP COMMISSION REPORT

It would be easy to view the Knapp Commission Report as a relic of the 1970s. However, its insights
remain strikingly relevant to contemporary debates about policing. The report offers a framework for
understanding modern scandals, from the Rampart scandal in Los Angeles to the widespread abuse
in the Baltimore Police Department's Gun Trace Task Force. In each of these cases, the same
dynamics that the Knapp Commission identified were at play: a closed culture, a code of silence, and
a failure of internal oversight.

Grass-Eaters in the Modern Era

Today, the concept of the grass-eater has evolved. While officers rarely accept free meals from
restaurants anymore due to explicit bans, the idea of passive acceptance of minor misconduct
persists. The modern grass-eater might be the officer who fails to report a colleague's use of
excessive force, who accepts preferential treatment from a business, or who engages in "noble
cause corruption," bending rules in pursuit of what they see as a just outcome. The Knapp
Commission Report reminds us that these small compromises erode integrity and create an
environment where more serious misconduct can flourish.

The Blue Wall of Silence Today

The "blue wall of silence" that the Knapp Commission Report exposed is still a major challenge in
policing. Studies and investigations have repeatedly shown that officers are reluctant to report
misconduct by their peers. The fear of being ostracized, transferred, or even physically threatened
remains powerful. Modern reform efforts, such as the use of body-worn cameras and early
intervention systems, are designed in part to break down this wall. However, technology alone
cannot overcome a culture of silence. The Knapp Commission Report taught us that cultural change
requires strong leadership, clear policies, and consistent enforcement.

LESSONS FOR TODAY'S POLICE REFORM

The Knapp Commission Report offers three enduring lessons for anyone interested in police reform.
First, corruption and misconduct are not simply the work of a few bad individuals. They are often
symptoms of a broken system. Reform must address culture, training, leadership, and
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accountability, not just punish individual officers. Second, independent oversight is essential. The
commission was effective because it was independent of the NYPD. It had the power to investigate
without internal interference. Modern police oversight boards and consent decrees are direct
descendants of this principle. Third, language matters. By coining the terms grass-eaters and meat-
eaters, the Knapp Commission gave the public and the profession a way to talk about corruption
that was clear and actionable.

Building Trust Through Transparency

At its heart, the Knapp Commission Report was about trust. The public must trust that the police are
honest and fair. The report showed that when trust is broken, it takes more than promises to restore
it. It takes structural change, transparency, and a willingness to confront uncomfortable truths. The
report also showed that many police officers are honest and dedicated. The challenge is to create a
system that supports their integrity and isolates those who would corrupt it. This is a task that is

never finished, and the Knapp Commission Report remains a powerful guide for that ongoing work.

CONCLUSION

The Knapp Commission Report was more than an investigation into police corruption in New York
City. It was a landmark document that changed how America thinks about policing. Its clear-eyed
analysis, its memorable framework of grass-eaters and meat-eaters, and its call for systemic reform
continue to resonate five decades later. While many of the specific problems it identified have been
addressed, the fundamental challenges of police culture, accountability, and trust remain. The
Knapp Commission Report reminds us that rooting out corruption is not a one-time event but a
continuous process. It demands vigilance, courage, and a commitment to the principle that no
institution is above the law. For anyone seeking to understand the past, present, and future of police
reform, the Knapp Commission Report is essential reading. It is a story of what happens when brave
individuals speak truth to power, and it is a reminder that the work of building a more just and
trustworthy police force is never really done.



