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It’s All About Intention: 

A Look at Racial Inequality in the 2015 Missouri Vehicle Stops Report 

By: Megan Smith 

 

 COLUMBIA, Mo. – On July 18, a City Council meeting took an unexpected turn. At the 

beginning of the public comments portion of the meeting Tara Warne-Griggs made a request for 

all members of the group Race Matters, Friends there to stand. Approximately 30 people did. No 

one was smiling. At the front of their minds was the recently released Missouri Attorney 

General’s annual vehicle stops report, specifically the racial disparity in traffic stops of black 

drivers.  

The report measures racial disparity by comparing the driving-age population of a certain 

race to the rate at which members of that race are pulled over. In 2015, black drivers made up 9.9 

percent of the driving population in Columbia, yet they accounted for 29.6 percent of all traffic 

stops. This is the highest racial disparity on record for Columbia. It’s nearly double that of the 

whole state, which has a disparity index of 1.61 for black drivers.  

For the members of Race Matters, Friends the data was evidence of a much larger 

problem in the police force, racial profiling.  

Chief of Police Ken Burton disagreed, “We don’t have a racial profiling problem in 

Columbia.” 

The response from Race Matters, Friends was immediate. Several members of the 

audience walked out. One member of the group, Traci Wilson-Kleekamp called for Burton’s 

resignation. At one point, nearly 40 people had gathered to sign a petition demanding Burton be 

removed from his position as chief.  

Rachel Taylor, the group’s treasurer remembered being at that meeting.  

“The data is clear,” she said. “It’s not a dispute. At that meeting we had people who 

volunteered to talk on this issue. We had people who had been personally affected by it, we had 

scholars, we felt like we had a pretty diverse range of people. And what happened was that Ken 

Burton said that there’s not racial profiling in Columbia. And we found that very offensive 

because it’s just not true. It’s very patronizing that someone in his position of power could 

unilaterally say ‘no your experiences are wrong; this is not happening.’ So that’s why people got 

upset, that’s why there was a walkout.”  
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It was evening by the time the council meeting was adjourned, but the real discussion had 

only just begun. At least one thing is known for sure, there is a clear racial disparity in the data. 

Whether or not this is evidence of racial profiling in the police department is the question.  

The official report defines racial profiling as the inappropriate use of race by law 

enforcement when making a decision to stop, search or arrest a motorist. Racial profiling is the 

reason the annual reports first began. Back in 2000, statewide concerns of alleged racial profiling 

by law enforcement prompted the passage of a new law. It’s because of that law that all police 

officers are required to report specific information, like a driver’s race, following every traffic 

stop. In Columbia, the disparity index for black drivers has steadily increased, whereas the index 

for white drivers has decreased. In 2000 the index for white drivers was .92, in 2015 it was .82. 

The closer the index is to a value of one, the better. The report summary explains that a value of 

one represents no disparity; values greater than 1 indicate over-representation and values less 

than one indicate under-representation. Black drivers, more than any other race, have been 

overrepresented in traffic stops for every year on record. The difference isn’t small either. The 

lowest index for black drivers was 1.27 in 2000. The only other race that’s ever had an index of 

one or higher is Hispanics, but it’s dropped significantly since 2007.  

Despite what the data shows, Officer Latisha Stroer doesn’t see it as evidence of 

profiling, which she defines as “intentional stops based on race alone, that’s what racial profiling 

is.”  

For Stroer, it doesn’t make sense to accuse a cop of intentionally stopping someone 

because of race because oftentimes, they can’t even tell a drivers race until after they’ve been 

stopped.  

“I encourage every reporter to go out there, daytime or nighttime, and pretend in your 

mind you’re pulling over a car,” Stroer said. “Then you tell me if you can see from behind who 

that person is, if they’re male or female, if they’re white, black, Hispanic, Asian. Most of the 

time you don’t even know. It’s about the violation. It’s really hard to explain that, and that’s why 

I encourage people to go out and see for themselves. It’s really difficult to have all that 

information prior to the stop. The traffic stop data is not showing you that racial profiling is 

happening, it’s just data. People use data to their benefit sometimes,” she said.  

According to Stroer, it’s too difficult for an officer to identify a driver’s race prior to a 

stop, but that’s only valid for one part of the data. In 2015, black drivers had the second highest 
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search rate, after Native Americans, and the highest arrest rate. Out of all black drivers who were 

stopped, almost 18 percent were searched, compared with just 8 percent for white drivers. 

However, when it comes to actually finding contraband during a search, the results are flipped. 

Contraband was found 34.05 percent of the time when white drivers were searched, and 27.15 

percent of the time when black drivers were searched.  

To Tracy, the numbers are clear, “The data shows inequality, whether it’s intentional or 

not doesn’t matter,” she said. “The data shows a clear pattern of unequal treatment towards 

African American’s more than anyone else. Ken, and the police department were initially 

reluctant to admit that. They felt like we were pointing a finger at them. Nobody wants to think 

of themselves as a racist. We’ve painted this picture of a racist as this hateful person who 

commits violence and says the n-word a lot. The reality is we’re all kind of racist.”  

The main goal of Race Matters, Friends is working towards racial equality by 

conversation and education. They’re also against hate speech and discrimination of all types. 

Their goal was never to accuse the police department of anything; they want to work with them. 

In the six months since that initial city council meeting they’ve been able to do just that.  

Police command staff has been meeting with the group on a fairly regular basis. 

According to Tracy “the language they’re using to talk about race and racism is different now, it 

shows they’re taking these concerns more seriously.”  

The police department is doing more than just talking about change. They’re adding new 

community policing training to the already mandated fair and impartial policing courses. There 

are now community outreach officers, assigned solely to high crime areas of Columbia. They’ve 

also embarked on their own in depth analysis of the 2015 report, with the close help of Race 

Matters, Friends.  

When asked about Burton’s current opinion of the report, Stroer had this to say, “Chief 

has said that everybody has a bias,” she said. “He has said in meetings with the media that we 

have every four months that everyone has biases, and you may not even recognize that you have 

a bias. But the best thing if you do have one is to recognize it then deal with it, but still be a 

professional and do your job. All of our officers have been trained already in fair and impartial 

policing. We are human, just like everybody else,” Stroer said.  

Despite promising developments, the overall goal of Race Matters, Friends, is nowhere 

near complete. The 2016 vehicle stop report can be expected around June of next year.  
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Side Bar:  

When Being Black Becomes a Crime: A Personal Story of Racial Profiling 

Toddric Logwood has lived in Columbia his whole life. He’s currently finishing up his 

senior year at the University of Missouri as an economics major.  

“I don’t think I even realized I was black until I started school. It’s like I didn’t know 

who I was until someone told me,” Logwood said. “I grew up in a fairly nice neighborhood, my 

family doesn’t struggle. I’m not used to being treated any differently because of my race.” 

In October 2015, Logwood was stopped by a police officer while walking from his 

apartment to a local video game store. “I was outside of GameStop and this woman cop came up 

to me. She said I fit the description of this guy they were looking for who’d been breaking into 

cars,” Logwood said. “So the profile she said I fit, I still think this is funny, it was for a five-foot 

black guy in his early 30s.”  

Logwood is around six feet tall and has a baby face. He said he still gets stopped at the 

door every time to he goes to a bar.  

“No one believes I’m 21,” he said. “I get bouncers who think my ID is fake all the time.” 

The only part of the description Logwood fit was the race. It’s stories like these that seem 

to show that life in Columbia can be different based on race. The numbers seem to agree.  

Racial disparity is seen in more than just the traffic stop data in Columbia. According to 

the most recent estimates by the U.S. Census Bureau, Columbia’s population is around 119,108 

and almost 80 percent are white.  The second largest group is black individuals, making up 11.3 

percent of the population.  

The 2015 and 2016 state of the city reports included data that indicate a continually 

widening gap between these two groups. According to the reports, 15.7 percent of the black 

population is unemployed. In comparison, only 4.4 percent of the much larger white population 

is unemployed. Despite the population of black individuals only being about a tenth of the total 

population, they make up 18 percent of the population in poverty. Racial disparity is evident in 

almost every statistic.  

Stephanie Shonekan, Professor and Department Chair of the University of Missouri’s 

Black Studies program, explained that it’s a cycle.  
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“Higher drop out rates lead to higher unemployment, higher levels of poverty, and 

eventually more high school drop outs. It’s a relentless cycle that creates and reinforces these 

disparities,” she said. “It’s easy to believe that everyone’s competing on an even playing field, 

but there are different kinds of barriers — class, race, gender barriers — that our society has 

been built on and continues to promote.”  

Situations like what happened to Logwood are a product of this cycle of disparity. It’s the 

cost of being black in a society built on discrimination. It was Logwood’s first experience with 

racial profiling. It left such a strong impression on him that even a year later he still remembered 

every detail of the encounter vividly.  

 “If you can be stopped by the cops just because of your skin color, it almost makes you 

feel like it’s a crime to just be black,” he said.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source Sheet 
1. Rachel Taylor 

Interviewed in person on November 11, 2016 

Quoted and background 

Concerned citizen 

573-268-7936 

Rachel.haverstick@gmail.com 

 

2. Stephanie Shonekan 

Interviewed in person on November 17, 2016 

Background 

Professor of black studies at the University of Missouri 

573-882-4326 

shonekans@missouri.edu 

 

3. Latisha Stroer 

Interviewed in person on November 29, 2016 

Quoted and background 

Public Information Officer 

574-874-7448 

lmstroer@gocolumbiamo.com 

 

4. Toddric Logwood  

mailto:Rachel.haverstick@gmail.com
mailto:shonekans@missouri.edu
mailto:lmstroer@gocolumbiamo.com


 

6  
 

 

Interviewed in person on December 6, 2016 

Quoted and background for the sidebar 

Student 

901-232-3635 

tlfxb@mail.missouri.edu  

 

5. Rev. C.W. Dawson Jr.  

Interviewed over the phone on December 7, 2016 

Background 

President of Dawson Ministries, professor at Moberly and Columbia college.  

573-442-3090 

searchlight_4@hotmail.com  
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