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MEDIATION RESPONSE UNIT SHOWS POTENTIAL AS AN ALTERNATIVE 911
RESPONSE

Olivia Kalsner Kershen

In May 2022, the City of Dayton, Ohio formally launched a new pilot program that sends
trained mediators to respond to low emergency 911 calls to de-escalate non-violent conflicts and
mediate disputes among community members.t This new initiative, called the Mediation
Response Unit (MRU), is the first of its kind in the nation as it sends mediation teams to respond
to calls without a co-response by police.? The idea for the MRU came about through discussions
among a Community Engagement Working Group that was formed in 2020 to implement police
reforms in the City.® The MRU states that its goals are “to work on improving community police
relations, provide alternatives to police response in our community . . . and allow officers more
time to take higher emergent calls.”* Some examples of the types of calls the Unit responds to are
noise complaints, neighbor disputes, loitering, and other low-level disturbances.®> The services are
performed over the phone, or in-person when necessary, and provide the parties with resource
connections as well as follow-up case management.® During its first months of operation, the

MRU has shown promising early success and positive community reception.” As of August 2022,
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the MRU has logged over 400 calls for service and plans to continue its growth.® In an interview
with The Mediate.com Podcast, Mediation Response Coordinator, Raven Cruz Loaiza, expressed
hope that other cities across the country would be able to adopt this model of alternative response
in the near future.®

With expanded research, there could be potential to implement a program like the MRU in
other cities, like New York, as there has already been demonstrated success there with other
community dispute resolution programming. Beginning in 2010, the New York City government
partnered with local non-profits to facilitate dispute resolution to combat gun violence using the
Cure Violence model.!® Through this system, outreach workers and “violence interrupters”!?
connect with “high-risk individuals” in neighborhoods most vulnerable to gun violence to de-
escalate disputes and provide access to necessary resources before a crisis emerges.'? In a 2017
report released by the John Jay College Research Evaluation Center that examined the effects of
Cure Violence, it was found that gun injuries fell by 50% in East New York and shooting
victimizations fell by 63% in the South Bronx.'® The program also helped to reduce the prevalence
of social norms that support violence among young men in these communities as evidenced by
survey results.** As of now, the New York City Crisis Management System (CMS) does not

involve mediation for low-level disputes like those targeted by the Dayton MRU. It also does not

advertise itself as an alternative to police response.
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Given the preliminary success of the MRU and the demonstrated results of the Cure
Violence models, there could be potential for creating mediation response programs in other
metropolitan areas. One of the incentives for these programs is reducing the incidence of negative
police interactions for communities of color that have been historically over-policed.®> While
many police departments have promoted community policing methods to improve police-citizen
relationships, it has not been universally successful at reducing crime.'® Furthermore, expanded
alternative resources like the MRU can help people to resolve issues without the risk of a negative
police interaction.

However, according to MRU Coordinator Cruz Loaiza, there is not enough data yet to
widely promote the adoption of mediation response programming under the Dayton model.’
Another roadblock to broad application is that mediation of this form may not be applicable to all
disputes called in. This is because mediation requires the voluntary participation of both parties.'8
Nevertheless, the early outcomes of the MRU and the proven results of the New York CMS show

that dispute resolution can have a positive impact nationwide.
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