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Crime and Public Safety in Georgia Cities

• City leaders are reporting increased crime levels
• Metro, rural, large, small cities are all impacted
• At the same time, local governments are having difficulty recruiting 

and retaining public safety employees, police and fire
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Crime and Public Safety in Georgia Cities

• GMA surveyed cities in July/ August to get the latest data on crime and public 
safety staffing

• 110 complete responses; 360 city police departments (includes consolidated 
governments); 30% response rate (277 cities provide fire services directly)

• Responses primarily provided by police and fire chiefs or law enforcement staff
• Not intended to replace formal/ official GBI/ FBI data, but to provide a snapshot 

of what cities are seeing to document what we hear anecdotally
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Definitions

*As designated by the 2020 Census. See CVIOG Rural Georgia in Focus presentation.

Reference Definition

All cities Responding surveys

Group A Small Cities with population < 10,000

Group B Medium Cities with population 10,000-24,999

Group C Large Cities with population 25,000+

Rural Cities located in a rural county*

Metro Cities located in a metro county*

Pre-pandemic June 1, 2019-May 31, 2020

First year of pandemic June 1, 2020-May 31, 2021

Second year of pandemic June 1, 2021-May 31, 2022
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Crime in Georgia Cities
Responses to GMA Survey



Between pre-pandemic and now, violent crimes against 
persons such as homicide, rape, robbery, aggravated assault 
have increased across the board by about 23%. 

Between the pre-pandemic period and now, crimes against property such as motor 
vehicle theft, burglary, arson, larceny-theft have fallen across the board by about 13%. 
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The trends in juvenile crimes – those committed by individuals under age 18 – are quite alarming. Comparing just the 
pre-pandemic period to now would mask the year-on-year trends. 

The first year of the pandemic showed a 21% drop in juvenile offenses.

However, in the last 12 months, juvenile crimes rose by 23% for all cities and increased in every subgroup, 
erasing the previous period's drop and indicating a return to pre-pandemic levels and possibly higher.
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“While we provide 24-hour police coverage of our city, we
were impacted with numerous events outside the normal
aspect of policing such as shortage of manpower due to
positive Covid-19 cases in our department, CDC guidelines
of social distancing and preventive measures with a short
budget for a small city and area businesses being shut
down.” – Cave Spring

“Majority of our cases are related to drugs, DUI and
other traffic cases. The population is increasing with the
building of 80 more apartments and over 300 homes.” –
Lake Park

“During the hardest times of Covid-19 within our jurisdiction
we did notice an uptick in crime while businesses were shut
down and employment limited. We have also noticed an
uptick in Juvenile crime which our department has started
working with programs such as the Boys and Girls club and
other after school programs in an attempt to curb such
crimes.” – Newnan

“Although our city shows low numbers
of violent crimes for the past 3 years,
we have noticed a rise in drug
offenses, entering automobile thefts,
and theft by taking offenses that have
been on the rise.” – Claxton

What some cities are 
experiencing
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Public Safety Challenges in 
Georgia Cities

Responses to GMA Survey



Notes on Turnover Rate

Police turnover has two essential components:
• Number of separations – officers fired, resigned, retired, other reason
• Average size of police force
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Police Turnover during COVID Pandemic

Between the first 2 years of the 
pandemic:

Small and mid-sized cities, as well 
as rural cities, saw a decrease in 
turnover rates on average.

Meanwhile, large cities saw an 
increase in turnover.
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What’s behind the turnover rate?
Some cities face severe and serious challenges with turnover due to an increase in separations 
and/or downsizing of their police force. Others have seen improvements. For example, in the first 2 
years of the pandemic:

Macon-Bibb County*

More separations and a smaller 
police force led to a higher

turnover rate.

*Data is from the Sheriff’s Office

Union City

Fewer separations and a 
larger police force led to a 

lower turnover rate.

Homerville

The drop in turnover rate from 80% to 
44% can be explained by fewer 

separations but mostly by the significant 
reduction in police force.
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Vacancy
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The average vacancy rate of all cities increased slightly from 15% to 17% between 
June 1, 2020 and now. Large cities in particular saw a high rise in vacancy rates. 
Mid-sized cities actually saw a decrease in vacancy rates since June 1, 2020.

Less than 
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9%

1 - 2 
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24%

Longer 
than 2 

months, 
67%

Typical Time to Fill Vacancy

Over two-thirds of cities said 
it takes longer than 2 months 
to fill a vacancy.
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Vacancy
As with turnover, each city’s situation is 
unique. For example:

• In Columbus, the vacancy rate increased 
from 11% to 29%. This may be due to the 
number of resignations exceeding the 
number of new hires.

• In Auburn, the vacancy rate dropped from 
25% to 10%, but due to several voluntary 
resignations, the City had to hire more 
officers to fill new and pre-existing gaps in 
their police force of 20.
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Columbus: 
New Hires vs. Resignations

New Hires Resignations

“Being in close proximity to two large 
county law enforcement agencies, 

hiring is a challenge.” - Auburn
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New Hires

19%

0%

38%
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26%

ALL CITIES GROUP A GROUP B GROUP C RURAL URBAN

CHANGE IN NEW HIRES, ON AVERAGE
FIRST 2  YEARS OF PANDEMIC

Average Number of New Hires
June 1, 2020 – June 1, 2021 5.7 2.7 6.6 15.5 3.4 8.0
June 1, 2021 – June 1, 2022* 6.8 2.7 9.1 18.0 3.5 10.1

The average number of new hires in all cities increased by 19% over the first 
2 years of the pandemic. Small rural cities have not increased new hires as 
much as mid-sized, large and urban cities.

One question we might ask… 

Why has the average vacancy 
rate (10%  18%) among large 
cities increased even while 
they are hiring more? 
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Contributing Factors to Workforce Challenges
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Contributing Factors to Workforce Challenges
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Contributing Factors to Workforce Challenges
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Average Number of Job Applications
Pre-pandemic to now

Pre-pandemic COVID Year 1 COVID Year 2

The number of job applications, on 
average, fell by 13% in the 1st year of 
COVID but climbed back up in the 
2nd year.

Small and mid-sized cities have seen 
an increase in job applications, on 
average, while large cities have seen 
a drop and not much recovery since 
the 1st year of COVID.
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Contributing 
Factors to 
Workforce 
Challenges

• Regardless of city size, 
public safety makes up a 
significant percentage of 
the budget

Public Safety Share of Total 
Government Expenditures, 

on average

All cities 33%

Group A (< 10,000) 32%

Group B (10,000-24,999) 40%

Group C (25,000+) 38%
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How are cities responding to workforce 
challenges?
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How Georgia Cities Are Spending ARPA Funds on 
Police
N = 46

46 cities (42%) indicated that 
they are spending or 
proposing to spend their local 
ARPA funds on police.

Most common expenses:

• Retention bonuses

• Salary increases

• Equipment

“Currently considering funding of a wellness
room, co-responder program and evidence
room reconfiguration.” - Marietta
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How are cities responding to workforce 
challenges?

28 cities (25%) indicated that 
they are spending or 
proposing to spend their 
local ARPA funds on fire and 
other public safety, excluding 
police.

Most common expenses:

• Salary increases

• Retention bonuses
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How are cities responding to workforce 
challenges?
• Reducing retirement benefits

• Some GMA program enrollees have taken this step or are considering it
• Our retirement team is urging city officials to remember retirement is an 

investment in your community
• An appropriate level of retirement benefit helps the community from an 

economic standpoint if the employee stays in the area, spends money, keeps 
children in school system

• DB plans are a strength cities have that many employers don't offer – DB is a 
great tool for retention
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“All agencies are trying to attract applicants and due to
the lack of quality applicants it has become more about
how you can recruit from other agencies” – Perry

“Our city council just recently in the last 30 days voted to
increase our entry level salaries to be very competitive for
agencies our size in our area and approved $500 housing
stipend if live in the city limits and will pay relocation
expenses to a limit.” – Winder

“We are constantly seeking
ways to invest in our
officers so that they feel
valued and will want to
continue with our agency.
We are currently assessing
the agency's pay tables to
enable us to remain
competitive in our area.” –
Cleveland

What some cities are 
experiencing

“It is very difficult to get "buy
in" to this occupation of
sacrifice. You can make more
money in the private sector
without the risk and/or
sacrifice.” – Cartersville“Recruitment of fire/ems personnel in the Metro-

Atlanta area is extremely competitive. Smaller
jurisdictions cannot compete in terms of pay,
benefits and career advancement.” – Palmetto
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Resources
Gun Violence Archive 
https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/congress/ga

FBI Crime Data Explorer 
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend

Crime data visualizations (AH Datalytics)
https://www.ahdatalytics.com/dashboards/ytd-murder-comparison/

Council on Criminal Justice “Pandemic, Social Unrest, and Crime in U.S. Cities: Mid-Year 2022 
Update” 
https://counciloncj.org/mid-year-2022-crime-trends/

Neighborhood Nexus articles, blogs, and data dashboards
https://33n.atlantaregional.com/monday-mapday/crime-rates-in-the-city-of-atlanta-a-deeper-
spatial-dive
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Breakout Discussion Suggested Questions

• How would you characterize the crime situation in your city?
• What do you consider to be the biggest crime challenge facing your city?
• What is the prevailing narrative around violence in your community and how are 

you working to change it, if it’s not accurate?  
• Share a strategy you’ve implemented to tackle violence in your community. 

Which strategies are working and which aren’t? 
• How have you used municipal agencies outside of police effectively to address 

violence? What role do you see for other parts of local government – housing 
departments/agencies, code enforcement, off-duty police, schools, etc. – in 
ensuring public safety and preventing violence?

• What percentage is police/ public safety of your city’s GF budget?  Has your Police 
departments budget increased or decreased in the past 2 years?  

• Describe efforts to recruit and retain officers in your city.
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Contact

Becky Taylor
Director, Federal Relations and Research
btaylor@gacities.com

Claire Chan
Research Analyst
cchan@gacities.com

Scan QR code for these slides.
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