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Jacqueline Muniz 
VICTIMIZATION OF MILITARY POLICE IN RIO DE JANEIRO 
 
 
In spite of the significant amount of research that has been conducted over the last decade into 
the complex question of public security, the general scientific knowledge base is still recent 
and quite modest. This is particularly clear when compared with the investments and 
advances in scientific knowledge in many other strategic areas. The numerous challenges 
faced by the sector are signs of a very deep crisis, one that goes back to the return to 
democratic rule in the 1980s, (if not earlier). A series of quite different realities compose the 
universe we call ‘public security’, (which may be more appropriately called ‘lack of public 
security’). Many of the realities of public security work are still little known and are 
sometimes difficult for researchers to access.  
 
On a daily basis, events (from extremely grave to relatively banal), become unpreventable 
tragedies because of the absence of independent and thoughtful diagnoses, perspectives, and 
interventions. Over the past twenty years Brazil has experienced a sharp rise in violent crime 
and a deteriorating collective sense of security. In spite of this, structural questions 
confronting the criminal justice and public security systems, and the daily problems faced by 
citizens and law enforcement authorities, lack systematic and rigorous studies capable of 
critically identifying visions and alternatives for change. Finally, there is a lack of regular 
studies capable of lending rationality to the public debate and that can play a role in building 
and implementing public security policies appropriate for contemporary democracy.  
 
Within the institutions that make up the formal system of public security, police organizations 
stand out as the principal target for criticisms and demands by citizens but, at the same time, 
these organizations are shrouded in mystery as little is known about them. For example, the 
press tells the public far more about the tragedies surrounding cases of corruption, violence 
and impunity involving law enforcement agents than they do about the causes, motivations, 
contexts, opportunities and consequences of such perverse acts; this type of knowledge would 
make it possible to design policies to control and prevent tragedies.  
 
The roots of this question go back to the military dictatorship when the police were used by 
the regime for social and political control that led to a situation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. As 
democratization occurred, the images of the past made it difficult for the police forces to 
recover their legitimacy. They felt threatened and frequently reacted by isolating themselves. 
It was in this context that the police started to be seen as a legitimate focus for social research. 
Their history, world view, identity, mandate, attributions, organizational architecture, 
command and control structures, management mechanisms, services offered, norms, 
procedures, recruitment policies, selection and training, doctrines about the use of force, etc., 
all form a rich research agenda. Both institutionalization and multi-disciplinary study was 
required.  
 
This article draws on the wide spectrum of so called ‘police studies’ and primarily attempts to 
describe the problematic victimization that affects the military police in the state of Rio de 
Janeiro. It is an exploratory investigation intended not only to stimulate discussion and 
reflection about health and safety at work as an issue that affects police officers, but also to 
raise some possible interpretations of ‘victimization’. However, before examining the 
victimization of the police, it is necessary to briefly characterize the Military Police of the 
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state of Rio de Janeiro (MPSRJ) and to make some general observations about the role of the 
police and perceptions about the risks of policing.   
 
The Brazilian Constitution, in article 144, defines the military police as ‘auxiliary forces and a 
reserve army’ under the command of the executive power of each state. They are state police 
forces, organized in a military fashion, under the control of civilian state governors. 
According to the existing legal system, their constitutional mission is to do ‘uniformed 
policing’ and ‘preserve public order’. The military police (MP) are therefore responsible for 
executing various types of visible and uniformed policing; the non-uniformed state civil 
police (CP) are responsible for ‘the functions of judicial police and investigation of criminal 
offenses’.  
 
Generally speaking, the military police (MP) are the ‘before and during’ police, working on 
the streets to prevent, dissuade or repress violent and/or criminal events. The civil police (CP) 
act after a defined crime has occurred; they can be considered ‘the after‘ police. It may be 
observed that the Brazilian police system, through the two police forces that operate in each 
state, works differently to systems observed in many other countries. Each police force, (both 
MP and CP), operates independently of each other, and only takes account of certain stages of 
police work.  
 
In the year 2002, the MPSRJ had a total of 37,615 military police officers, of whom 96% 
were men and 4% women. These officers were distributed hierarchically in such a way that 
91% of all police officers were considered to be ‘front-line’, ranked as ‘soldier’, ‘corporal’ 
and ‘sergeant’; their principal function was to carry out police work. About 90% of all 
military police officers in the state of Rio de Janeiro were aged less than 44 years, and 58% of 
the whole police force was concentrated in the age group from 18 to 34 years. The relative 
youth of the members of the MP is also clear when we examine their distribution by length of 
service. About a half of the police in the state (45%) have less than 5 years experience in the 
MP, and only 13% has been in the force for more than 20 years. When we examine the 
designation ‘skin color’ we find that, in 2002, about 60% of the police force was ‘black’ or 
‘mixed race’. Afro descendents are overrepresented in the MPSRJ given that those classified 
as ‘black’ and ‘mixed race’ were only 37% of the state’s population according to the most 
recent census figures available. The educational level of the police reveals that a little over 
half of them had not completed secondary schooling (57%) and only 9% had university 
education. Among the front line police the percentage with university education is 1%. 
Surprisingly, 66% declared themselves to be unmarried, and 71% declared that they had no 
children. Gross monthly salaries varied from R$ 1,016 for soldiers (US$ 340), to R$ 6,050 
(US$ 2,000) for colonels, the highest ranking officers. 
  
From this very brief summary of data, we can characterize the police force as being 
predominantly made up of single men without children, who are black or of mixed race, have 
at maximum completed secondary school, and receive an average monthly salary of R$ 1,590 
(US$ 530 at the time of writing) for a working week that frequently stretches beyond 40 
hours. These are workers who come from the lower and lower middle class, and who see a 
civil service career, especially in the police or the army, as an opportunity for stable 
employment and social mobility. 
 
Among the wide range of images which common sense attributes to the police, is the image 
that their work is indispensable to society. However, it is a thankless job because it not only 
has low social status and poor pay, it is also seen as ‘very risky’. The variety of tasks carried 



 73 
 
 
out by the police, permits them to come into contact with a great diversity of social realities, 
(be they morally acceptable or not to the police officer). In the course of their working day, 
police meet with the tragic, dramatic, irrational, contingent, prosaic, banal, scary, unstoppable 
and accidental aspects of life on each street or street corner of our communities. The day-to-
day routine of police work permits the collision between that which gratifies us and that 
which makes us frightened. 
 
Because of the signification attributed to the place of police and to police action, police staff 
are given special permission to both enter and exit from all social and power groupings within 
society. By these means, police situate themselves in society and perform a balancing act on 
the frontier of social and power groups through their visions of the world, their interactions, 
litigations, etc. They have the capacity to move between various moral territories, to collide 
with distinct social actors, disposing of the powerful arm which is the legal and legitimate use 
of coercive power. Police place themselves, in unpredictable, undefined and unchangeable 
situations, (especially when emergencies arise), that stimulate the creation of mystique around 
police work. In turn, this mystique appears to not only feed upon the real dangers experienced 
by police officers and the expectations built up around such objective risks, but to the building 
of public representations, (often paradoxical), about these risks. We find a pluralistic and 
widened syntax about risks which police officers use in their dialogue with other segments of 
society.  
 
In general terms, when police are asked to speak about their world, they normally talk of the 
real and potential dangers and risks associated with their work; these dangers and risks are 
often intentionally exaggerated and filled with drama. Reminiscent of the heroic stories of 
amateur fishermen, their narratives appear to be a strategy of discourse, which, through 
overestimation and exasperation, seeks to confer social and political visibility to the serious 
problem of police victimization. 
 
With few exceptions, questions related to the victimization of police are unknown to society 
and are rarely a priority for police organizations or for the bodies in charge of public security. 
In the Brazilian case, the low level of attention paid to the occupational health and safety of 
police officers, appears to have contributed to important segments of the police believing that 
‘human rights exist only for bandits, not for the police.’ OSH is frequently treated as ‘an 
internal and private matter’ for the police force, almost as a taboo which could ‘even further 
weaken the morale of the troops’, ‘encourage the bandits’ and ‘harm the image of the police 
in the society’, should the subject be taken into the public arena. This has led to the situation 
where victimization of the police is intentionally forgotten or treated as though it were a 
natural and normal occurrence. Running against the grain of contemporary forces and the 
widespread movement for the humanization of work, considerable weight is given by society 
to the idea that is that it is ‘normal’, (and therefore ‘natural’), for police officers to be killed or 
wounded while  defending society, acting in ’place of the innocent citizen.’ This 
understanding creates a dangerous trap because it irresponsibly hands the police an anti-
republican, anti-democratic type of blank check - one that permits them to do almost anything 
in the ‘war against crime’. It should be noted that this perverse idea, shrouded in the sacred 
cloak of ‘fulfilling their duties’, allows police officers  to justify their violation of the rights of 
both police and citizens as a response to political interests, despite repeated loss of life of both 
staff and citizens. 
 
In the state of Rio de Janeiro, where the public security crisis has become especially critical, 
the theme of police victimization came to light through a debate about the victimization of  
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citizens resulting from police action. In the late 1990s a piece of investigative journalism in 
the Jornal do Brasil mapped the lethal nature of police action in the city of Rio de Janeiro. 
This article initiated a wide ranging debate about civilian and police ‘losses’ and, 
consequently, about the need for better knowledge about the question and the necessity to 
improve police practices and social and institutional control mechanisms. It was in this 
context that the first studies into the lethality of police action and of police victimization were 
produced (Cano, 1999) and (Muniz & Soares, 1998). The numbers from the research 
confirmed the public perception that both the lethal effects of police action on civilians and 
the victimization of police, had attained very high levels.  
 
With respect to police victimization, over the period 1983-1998,   2,303 police officers were 
killed and 10,124 injured,  (a total of 12,427 military police victims). In the same period the 
proportion of victims varied annually between 2% and 3% of the members of the MPSRJ, an 
annual equivalent of 777 victimized police officers. 
 
Given the sheer numbers, it became necessary to distinguish the number of police officers 
who became victims during their regular police activities. Over the period in question (1983- 
1998), it was found that 370 fatal and 1,869 non-fatal injuries occurred whilst the police were 
on duty (a total of 2,239 victims or 18% of the total number of victims). By constructing a 
time series (1983-1998) of the proportion of police officers victimized, it is possible to see 
that victimization has been increasingly associated with  regular police work, particularly in 
more recent years.  
 
In line with the evidence presented in Graph 1, between 1995 and 1998 there was a 
considerable rise, to about 40%,  in the number of police officers who were killed or injured 
whilst on duty when compared with earlier periods in the time series.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In spite of the fact that an increasing proportion of fatalities and injuries occur in the course of 
normal work, an examination of Graph 2 shows that over time the number of police officers 
affected varied between 175 and 303 over the 1983-1998 period, an average of 252 dead or 
injured per 10,000 staff per year.  

Graph 1.   Proportion of victimzed (fatalities and injuries) military police officers 
while in service (light yellow) or off duty (dark yellow), 1983-1998.  
Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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Graph 1.   Proportion of victimzed (fatalities and injuries) military police officers 
while in service (light yellow) or off duty (dark yellow), 1983-1998.  
Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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The highest rate of victimization outside of regular work activities was 268 per 10,000 police 
officers in the year 1986, whereas the highest rate of victims on duty was 134 per 10,000 in 
1996. The 1995-1998 period presented the highest rates of deaths and injuries on duty.  
 
It is clear that the state government public security policies and consequent policing policies 
adopted by the police hierarchy, directly and/or indirectly influence front line activities. 
Forms of police action  are restricted to some extent by the definition of organizational 
policies, allocation of budget, employment of human resources, policing priorities and 
strategies adopted. In other words, orders given by the head of the police force and his 
subordinates, influence the means employed by the police. The activities of the police force, 
and their administrative and operational results, reflect, in part at least, the political vision of 
decision makers. 
 
It is important to mention that the period 1995-1998, when the numbers of victimized (dead or 
injured) on duty police officers rose, corresponded to Marcelo de Alencar’s period as state 
governor. His public security policy had repression as its general orientation and was 
designed to ‘combat and confront drug trafficking’. During this particular administration, the 
army general Nilton Cerqueira was responsible for public security. He put the political 
orientation towards a ‘war on organized crime’, into operation which meant the police were 
encouraged to engage in ‘armed confrontation’ with common criminals and gangs, and to 
carry out regular occupations of the favelas (shanty towns). A ‘far west’ prize, which tripled 
the salaries of police officers who were able to prove ‘acts of heroism in combat”, was one of 
the principal measures used to motivate the police to enter into conflict, in order to raise the 
number of arrests and to apprehend those carrying arms and drugs. 
  
It should be noted that the Alencar administration, was called ‘hard line’ on public security, 
and sought to distinguish itself from the prior administration of Leonel Brizola. Brizola was 
seen by sectors of the political class and those responsible for forming public opinion, to lack 
‘a firm hand’ and  ‘condescend to crime’. By emphasizing that police action should be carried 
out with unconditional respect for human rights, this administration had ‘handcuffed the 
police’ hindering their ‘just reaction’ to ‘criminal provocations’ (Caldeira 1998), (Garotinho 
& Soares, 1998), (Cerqueira 1996 and 1998), (Soares 2002) and (Costa 2004). 
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Graph 2. Number of victimized (fatalities or injuries) military police officers per 
10,000 officers, 1983-1998.  Blue column = while in service, black 
column= off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM/1-APOM.

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998

Graph 2. Number of victimized (fatalities or injuries) military police officers per 
10,000 officers, 1983-1998.  Blue column = while in service, black 
column= off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM/1-APOM.
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The previous graphs demonstrate that during Brizola’s two terms in office, in 1983-1986 and 
1991-1994, the lowest proportion of police were killed or injured while on duty. Even if the 
changes implemented during Brizola’s two periods of government do not explain these 
results, a number of political orientations regarding policing altered the context in which work 
was carried out. The first change was the containment of police violence, expressed by 
indiscriminate and (at times), arbitrary and excessive use of force. This led to the imposition 
of normative, administrative and operational restrictions on police actions involving ‘conflict’ 
and ‘occupation/invasion’ of favelas, situations characterized as “high-risk” interventions for 
both citizens and police officers. The second change was related to debates around legalizing 
‘part-time jobs’ for police officers. This change led to more liberality and tolerance towards 
police officers taking a second job. This was a trend that had been growing among off duty 
police officers over a considerable time. A large number of police officers acted, and continue 
to act, as watchmen, private security guards and providers of alternative transportation 
services to the public. Sometimes they acted as informal employers and at other times as stop-
gap or temporary workers. A significant number of them used their hours of rest and leisure to 
perform these part-time jobs, thereby increasing the total length of their working day or week. 
Because of this, we can infer that some of the victimizations that occur outside of normal 
working hours, are in fact ‘work accidents’ because they occur during informal work 
activities. (This point is discussed in more detail later in the article). In spite of changes in the 
policy directions of state governments, the rise in police victimizations on duty has altered 
little in recent years.  
 
A point worthy of mention when seeking to understand the continued high number of police 
officer victims, particularly while on duty, is the indiscriminate use of firearms by both 
criminals and police officers. When armed criminals resort to violence, the use of repressive 
actions by police is heightened, raising the risks of both lethal and non-lethal injuries to police 
and citizens. It appears that the traditional ‘energetic response’ of the police to the so-called 
‘armed actions’ and ‘unjust aggressions’ of criminals, (whether they be organized or not), 
have contributed to changes in the context of both police and civilian victimization. 
According to research carried out by ISER for the year 2001 (graph 3), firearms appear to be 
the main instrument of victimization in the majority of attempted and successful criminal 
homicides registered in Rio de Janeiro. 
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The rates of fatalities due to ‘firearm projectiles’ (per 100,000 inhabitants), leave no doubt 
about the lethal effects of widespread use of firearms in conflicts between citizens, and 
between citizens and the police. It is plausible that this situation could be motivating a rise in 
the levels of resistance among criminals as well as increasing the degree of force used by the 
police, which would potentially contribute to increasing the overall risks of death and injury.   
 
The rising number of arms confiscated by police officers in both the city and the state of Rio 
de Janeiro, indirectly indicates a rise and aggravation of the risks of victimization, due to the 
ease of access to firearms and their consequent use to resolve conflicts (be they criminal or 
not). According to Graph 4, in 1991 the Military Police confiscated one firearm for every 
3,242 inhabitants. In the year 2003 a total of 15,616 illegal arms were confiscated, making a 
rate of 1 firearm for every 976 inhabitants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Another question associated with the use of firearms, which can also encourage their 
indiscriminate use by police, is an informal practice where police use a ‘second arm’. This 
occurs because of a belief that such availability ‘increases the safety of the police officer’ 
guaranteeing him ‘armed superiority’ when faced with ‘crime’s armed power’. Partly because 
of this belief, the use of a personally owned firearm by front-line police officers, has become 
an informal but logical action not only on duty but also when they are working informally, 
carrying out ‘part-time work’ as private security guards and watchmen. A third idea can be 
added. Consistent and clear administrative policy on the legitimacy of the use of force, 
including lethal force, is weak or totally lacking. The low degree of institutionalization and 
the weakness of the regulations and procedures which regulate, for example, the use of 
firearms by police officers, has weakened the capacity of the organization to control use, 
thereby opening up loopholes for the excessive and intentional use of firearms, as well as for 
their exaggerated and accidental use in incidents involving the police (Klockars 1985), 
(Bittner 1990), (Muniz, Proença Júnior & Diniz, 1999) and (Muniz & Proença Júnior, 2003). 
The establishment of policy about the use of force by the police could contribute to reduced 
use of firearms, (for whatever motive), by police officers. Such policy would be subordinated 
to democratic and constitutional controls, and would establish regulations, procedures and 
methods of action that are both controllable and possible to administer. In other words, such a 
policy could reduce the chances of victimization of both police and civilians in ‘incidents’ and 
‘accidents’, both on and off duty.  
 
The most frequent opportunities for the use of excessive force by police officers, especially 
the use of firearms, occur during events categorized as ‘armed conflicts’ by the MPSRJ. This 
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category appears to include all situations where the police, whether their actions constitute a 
reaction or not, identify some level of ‘armed resistance’ or ‘armed action’ by their 
opponents.  The breadth of this category permits a wide variety of incidents to be included, 
including events initiated by the police themselves; events that began when someone was 
classified as ‘suspect’ by the police and those when a person is committing an infraction. 
Clashes between police and citizens are categorized as ‘armed conflict’ - this is the defining 
element when each party uses firearms, including in  situations when a police officer 
perceives that their opponents might use firearms. This categorization can be used for quite 
distinct events, different in nature and seriousness, be they provoked or ‘provocative’. Such 
events result in victims and may occur in the course of official work, off duty or during 
informal work. It is clear that the categorization of ‘armed conflict’ results in ambiguities and 
imprecision which makes it difficult to perform a precise analysis using disaggregated data to 
analyze events and circumstances surrounding such incidents. It is worthwhile to emphasize 
the widely differing nature of events that are categorized as armed conflict: shoot outs, gang 
wars, conventional and special police operations, police occupations, armed actions by 
individuals, offenses that are being committed, conventional patrolling, replies to 
emergencies, mass events, civil protests, violent crimes, etc. are all categorized the same way.  
 
According to the statistics produced by the MPSRJ, it is principally the category of ‘armed 
conflict’ that has played a large role in the victimization of military police officers both on 
and off duty. As we can see in Graphs 5 to 8, between 1995 and 1998, the percentage of 
police who died in ‘armed confrontations’ is equal or more than 50% when compared with 
fatal victimization due to ‘other situations’. Over this same period, the percentage of police 
wounded in these situations is never less than 25% of the total number of non-fatal victims, on 
or off duty.  
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Analysis of a longer time series, that treated only police officers who were victims of ‘armed 
conflict’, more clearly shows the relevance of this category in relation to victimization.  
 
Between 1995 and 2001, the number of MPSRJ police officers who were killed or wounded 
when carrying out their duties, was at least 40% of the total number of police victims in 
‘armed conflicts’ (see Graph 9). 156 officers were killed or wounded in 2001 while on duty. 
Graph 10 shows that in this same year, (the last for which we have information), the percen- 
tage of officers victimized while on duty was 37% of the total officers killed or wounded. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further exploration of the effects of ‘armed conflict’ led us to investigate what type of activity 
officers were engaged in when they were killed or injured. Graph 11 shows that over the 
1995-2001 period, the rates of victimization due to ‘armed conflicts’ stayed quite high. In the 
year 2000, the lowest rate for officers on duty was equivalent to 40 officers victimized for 
every 10,000 officers. The lowest rate for officers off duty occurred in 2001, when 57 police 
officers in 10,000 were victims. Even though this is a high level, in the 2000 –2001 period, 
victimization due to armed conflicts improved.  
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Graph 9.  Proportion of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police officers in armed 
confrontation, while in service and off duty, respectively, 1995-2001.  Light 
yellow = in service; dark yellow = off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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Graph 9.  Proportion of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police officers in armed 
confrontation, while in service and off duty, respectively, 1995-2001.  Light 
yellow = in service; dark yellow = off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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Graph 10.  Proportion of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police 
officers, while in service and off duty, respectively, in 2001.  
Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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Graph 10.  Proportion of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police 
officers, while in service and off duty, respectively, in 2001.  
Source: PMERJ - PM1/APOM.
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It is possible to imagine that over the last few years in Rio de Janiero, the expansion of both 
repressive  police interventions and the actions of criminal gangs and bands, has provoked and 
inflated an overuse of the ‘armed conflict’ category for classifying cases of victimization of 
police and citizens. (The actions referred to above include false police controls, struggles for 
control of drug trafficking sales points, attacks and settling accounts with police). This 
categorization may make it easier for police victims and their families to obtain 
compensation, and to justify excessively ‘vigorous’ policing. Use of this category also permits 
political justification of the high numbers of civilian deaths due to ‘resisting police action’. 
The categorization of events changes according to both political and organizational forces, 
and such changes influence both the content and the criteria used to define a given category. 
However, we can presume that ‘armed conflict’ infers gunfire, a defining element that appears 
to be sufficient to indicate the risks of death in such circumstances. Since 1995, police and 
civilian victimization levels have been very high, including high levels of mortality. 
 
 
 Table 1.  Levels of fatalities and injuries in “armed confrontation”, 1995-2001. 
                            Source: PMERJ - PM1/ - APOM. 
 
 Year   Relation injured/dead officers     Relation dead civilians/officers 
            In service        Off duty           In service Off duty   
  
 1995   7 injured/dead 2 injured/dead  20 civilians/officer  5 civilians/officer 
 1996 6 injured/dead 2 injured/dead  22 civilians/officer  7 civilians/officer 
 1997 8 injured/dead 2 injured/dead  31 civilians/officer  11 civilians/officer 
 1998 9 injured/dead 1 injured/dead  47 civilians/officer  8 civilians/officer 
 1999 5 injured/dead 2 injured/dead  18 civilians/officer  7 civilians/officer 
 2000 8 injured/dead 1 injured/dead  32 civilians/officer  5 civilians/officer 
 2001 8 injured/dead 2 injured/dead  29 civilians/officer  7 civilians/officer 
 
 
Table 1 shows the levels of ‘lethality’ in situations of ‘armed conflict’ over the 1995-2001 
period. High levels of lethality are to be found among police when they are both on and off 
duty. When on duty, for every police officer killed, seven others are wounded in armed 

Graph 11.   Number of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police officers in 
Rio de Janeiro State, per 10,000 officers, 1995-2001.  Light blue = in 
service; dark blue = off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM/1-APOM.
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Graph 11.   Number of victimized (fatalities and injuries) military police officers in 
Rio de Janeiro State, per 10,000 officers, 1995-2001.  Light blue = in 
service; dark blue = off duty.  Source: PMERJ - PM/1-APOM.
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conflict situations. This corresponds to a 15% risk of a victim suffering a fatal injury. The 
relationship between risks and mortality deteriorates in situations of armed conflict for off 
duty officers where one police officer dies for every two that are wounded. This means that 
the risk of a police officer dying as a result of an armed action is unbelievably high at 41%. 
 
In order to better understand the statistics that have been presented up until now it is 
necessary to situate the category of ‘work accidents’ within the police sphere. We have seen 
that police officers in Rio de Janeiro, especially front line officers, have a second or informal 
job beyond their regular workday and shifts. When off duty, they are employed as watchmen 
and private security guards for individuals, condominiums, companies, etc. In practice, the 
combination of formal and informal work, both of which include a reasonable degree of risk 
and stress, can result in accidental or intentional victimization due to the accumulated 
pressure and fatigue they experience. It is not uncommon for police officers who do a ‘second 
shift’ to use medicines and drugs to overcome sleepiness and the effects of tiredness. 
Interviews show that police officers also abuse alcohol and drugs in order to deal with work 
related fatigue and stress.  
 
A second job is recognized as a part of life in the Rio de Janeiro police force, so it could be 
said that those work accidents which occur outside of formal police duties when they are ‘off 
duty’, includes a group of events that result in lethal or non-lethal victimization. It then 
becomes a problem, given the available information, to distinguish whether lethal and non-
lethal victimizations should be seen as ‘work accidents’ even though they occur when officers 
are off duty.  
 
The information produced by the MPSRJ about “off duty” victimization is of a much lower 
quality and less consistency than information relating to “on duty” victimization. This occurs 
partly because second jobs are legally prohibited, constituting a transgression of the 
regulations governing police work. However, there is a policy of tolerance by the MPSRJ 
about second jobs and punishments are rare. A “blind eye’ is turned with the aim of ‘not 
harming police officers’, but this also results in a blind eye being turned to the work accidents 
associated with second jobs. This is an informal reality which is well known and, because it is 
clandestine, not monitored by the MPSRJ. In spite of the difficulties in conducting detailed 
analysis of ‘work accidents’ involving off duty police officers, we can speculate with 
reasonable certainty, that the high level of mortality found among these victims, especially in 
those cases related to ‘armed conflict’, reflects risks inherent in the second job.  
 
During informal, private security work, the police act ‘on their own behalf’, which means they 
do not use protective instruments for personal safety or operate according to norms and 
procedures that could help prevent and reduce opportunities for work accidents. The 
clandestine nature of these activities significantly reduces the possibility of such resources 
being employed. Most of the time police officers’providing security’ use their informal 
network of knowledge and their own work instruments, including weapons and ammunition. 
Even though they count on the support of ’on duty’ colleagues in an emergency, they 
frequently work alone and in isolation, thereby increasing the risks of victimization.  
 
These precarious working conditions become even worse in high risk  situations such as 
robberies, kidnapping, invasions of property, etc. In these types of situations, police officers 
feel compelled to ‘react’ alone, even if it means going against their police training. What 
appears to happen in such cases, is that they adhere to the ‘police street culture’ which 
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 functions in such a way that police officers are led to perceive crimes and criminals as a 
‘personal question’. The mere existence of criminals is a ‘provocation’ to the ‘masculine 
morale’ of the police officer and cannot be left unanswered (Muniz, 1999). 
 
The inclination to act and react alone in any situation and at any price, to not ‘flee from the 
crime’, helps us understand not only the frequency of ‘armed conflicts’ entered into by off 
duty officers but also the high levels of mortality associated with them. The descriptions of 
incidents involving off duty police victimization include, for example: robbery on a bus or 
vehicle in which an off duty policeman happens to be traveling - while the policeman is 
simply an observer (or victim), he reacts in spite of being conscious that such action is 
untimely, inadequate and even dangerous. 
  
The data about situations of ‘armed conflict’, which turn police officers and civilians into 
victims, permits one to see an important element underlying the indiscriminate use of firearms 
and the somewhat heterodox police practices involving conflict. I am referring to the arbitrary 
and excessive use of force, which, beyond leading to violent reactions against police officers, 
produces victims among citizens. High levels of police victimization are accompanied by 
extremely high levels of victimization of civilians caused by the police. In the 1995-1998 
period, a simple average shows that for every on duty police officer who died in ‘armed 
conflicts’, 28 civilians died. The violent and lethal nature of ‘armed conflicts’ has continued 
in more recent years. According to the statistics published by the Institute of Public Safety of 
the state of Rio de Janeiro, the high level of mortality of on duty police officers has changed 
very little; one police officer died for every 27 civilians in 2002 and one for every 28 in 2003 
(http://www.novapolicia.rj.gov.br/.) 
 
Given these indicators of victimization of both police officers and civilians, mostly in ‘armed 
conflict’ situations, it can be said that the disproportional use of force, especially of lethal 
force, by the police has contributed dramatically to raising the levels of risk, principally the 
risks of fatal attacks for both parties. The continuous and uncritical adoption of ‘maximum 
force’ by the police, including during anticipation of situations, is supposedly aimed at 
thwarting possible armed actions by criminals or suspects. However, this type of action 
appears to favor a perverse remedy whereby ‘(state) violence is produced in order to combat 
violence.’ The continual history of ‘overly vigorous response’ by the police, appears to lead to 
a dangerous situation where ‘lethal force’ becomes banal and commonplace, simulating 
increasingly violent action and reaction by those who commit or intend to commit crimes. 
This appears to create a spiral of violence which is amplified without limits, producing the 
levels of mortality resulting from interactions between police and citizens, independent of 
whether the latter are criminals or not.  
 
When the rates of fatal police victims in Brazil are compared with those of their USA 
counterparts, the seriousness of the rates in Rio de Janeiro become clear. Using available data 
drawn from the “Statistical Abstract of United States - 2003” by the U.S. Census Bureau and 
the FBI’s report “Law Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted - 2003”, it was possible to 
construct a time series of the rates of fatal victimization of police officers in the 1994-2003 
period. These rates incorporate all the known cases in the USA in which police officers were 
killed on duty, including the federal police. The death rates for on duty policemen remain 
stable over the period in question, varying between 2 and 3 police officers killed for every 
10,000 officers. 
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It is important to note that there is a discrepancy in the pattern of fatalities in the USA for the  
year 2001. The altogether exceptional rate observed in this year, 5 per 10,000 police officers,  
is due to the terrorist attack of September 11th, which resulted in the death of 72 members of  
the New York Police Force. We recognize the limits of establishing a narrow comparison 
between quite different territorial units, on one hand a whole country and on the other a 
particular state in a different country. What catches our attention in Graph 12 is that the rates 
found in Rio de Janeiro are far higher than those in the USA, being 4 times greater as in 2003 
when the rate of mortality among on-duty police officers in Rio de Janeiro was 11 deaths per 
10,000 officers. Taking the annual rates between 1994 and 2003, the annual average is 8 
deaths in Rio de Janeiro for every 10,000 police officers. 
  
According to statistics relating to the years 1995-1997, 94% of the victims were front line 
officers; the front line is made up of the lower ranks in the military police hierarchy in Brazil. 
Upon disaggregating the total percentage of officers wounded and killed during this period, 
44% are soldiers, 38% corporals and 12% sergeants. (see Graph 13) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 12.  Number of on duty police officers killed in the USA and in the State of  Rio de Janeiro 
per 10,000 officers, 1994-2003.  Square line = killed police officers in the USA; diamond 
line = killed police officers in Rio de Janeiro State.  Sources: US Census Bureau, 
Statistical Abstract of the USA: 2003, Section 5 - Law Enforcement, Courts and Prisons, 
US Federal Bureau of Investigation: Law Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted, 
2003.  PMERJ - PM1/ & APOM, ISP.
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Graph 12.  Number of on duty police officers killed in the USA and in the State of  Rio de Janeiro 
per 10,000 officers, 1994-2003.  Square line = killed police officers in the USA; diamond 
line = killed police officers in Rio de Janeiro State.  Sources: US Census Bureau, 
Statistical Abstract of the USA: 2003, Section 5 - Law Enforcement, Courts and Prisons, 
US Federal Bureau of Investigation: Law Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted, 
2003.  PMERJ - PM1/ & APOM, ISP.
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Graph 13.  Military police victims by rank in the State of Rio de Janeiro, 

1995-1997. Red = soldiers; dark blue = corporals; yellow = sergeants.
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Graph 13.  Military police victims by rank in the State of Rio de Janeiro, 

1995-1997. Red = soldiers; dark blue = corporals; yellow = sergeants.
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When we compare the distribution of police officers victimized over the same period, with the 
proportions each rank represents in the police force, we find that soldiers and corporals are 
over-represented among the victimized officers. They count for 29% and 33% of the police 
force and each rank has a proportionately higher rate of victimization, 44% and 38%, 
respectively.  
  
Given that the majority of the members of the MPSRJ is made up of front line officers who 
patrol, it can be inferred that soldiers and corporals tend to be over-represented among those 
who are killed or wounded, whether they are on or off duty. This is the case in spite of 
possible variations in rates of victimization in more recent years which still needs to be 
researched.  
 
The organization, procedures and rules of work, establish the limits and orient the activities of 
police officers, and form their institutional environment and working conditions. The 
constraints imposed on their work increase or decrease their OSH risks.  
 
We have seen that over the last decades, police officers have lived with a high level of 
victimization, resulting in deaths and injuries affecting almost 3% of their members every 
year. When we exclude fatalities, other cases of injury are sent to the MPSRJ’s specialized 
health service, and this service produces very revealing statistics. Beyond pointing out the 
most common occupational illnesses, records are kept about medical leave ‘for health 
treatment’ and ‘certificates of partial physical incapacity’ that result in ‘temporary absence’ 
due to work accidents that have occurred while on or off duty.  
 
In 1997, a year in which 242 police officers in each 10,000 were injured or killed, 50% of the 
leave taken for health treatment, and 43% of the certificates for ‘partial physical incapacity’, 
were given by the trauma clinic responsible for violent injuries resulting from external causes. 
These percentages are probably showing the impact of non-lethal attacks, on demands for 
‘temporary leave’. According to the evidence in Graph 14, (excluding trauma), the medical 
specialties that are used most often for authorizing sick leave and certificates of partial 
physical incapacity were psychiatric, neurosurgery and general surgery (in 1997).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the years 2000-2001, according to Graph 15, we found that cases of ‘temporary leave’ 
relating to the health of police officers, was responsible for 12% of all cases, 10% of which 
were related to ‘leave for health treatment’, 1% ‘leave for the treatment of partial physical 
incapacity’ and 1% ‘committed to hospital’ respectively. These cases of sick leave mix 
victimization and other causes so it is difficult to conduct a more detailed comparative 
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Graph 14.  Leave for treatment (LTS) and certificates of partial physical incapacity (IFP) given by 
type of medical specialist by the MPSRJ, 1997.  Specialities: cardiology, cardiovascular 
surgery, general surgery, neurosurgery, psychiatric, trauma and other specialities.  
Source: MPSRJ – APOM.
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analysis given our limited access to the statistics. However, only two types of leave are more 
important than sick leave: leave to participate in courses or training (68%) and leave to work 
in other institutions (13%).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are common complaints from police officers, especially front line staff, with respect to 
their working conditions, one of a number of difficulties they meet in the course of their 
duties. When they refer to poor working conditions, they are referring to the means and 
processes involved in their work, which increase the risks of victimization and of ‘contracting 
(certain) diseases’.  A number of factors are frequently given as indicators of poor 
organization and management of police work which lack adequate vision and investment. 
These factors include contact with unhealthy environments both within and outside police 
buildings, tiring shift work, the lack of performance of police officers, tension and stress that 
result from both their duties and from political pressure to produce better, measurable and 
visible results (such as arrests or seizures).  
 
With this particular context in mind, front line officers raise questions about their safety on 
the job and mention ‘health problems’ which they believe they are more exposed to than 
others. Their interviews mainly refer to a number of illnesses identified with ’the heart’ and 
‘originating in the central nervous system’. Cases of hypertension (high blood pressure), 
anxiety, paranoia, neurosis, loss of emotional control, gastritis, ulcers, mycoses, cramps, pain 
in the spine and muscles are frequently mentioned and largely correspond to the illnesses 
most commonly registered.  
 
The most common illnesses among the military police of the Rio de Janeriro State in 2000-
2001 were circulatory illnesses 24%, orthomolecular 20%, skin diseases 11%, mental 
disturbances 8%, digestive illnesses 8%, the nervous system 7%.  Other illnesses totaled 14%, 
and 8% of the illnesses were badly defined.  
 
Few military police organizations in Brazil have programs designed to reduce stress or for 
treating psychological problems. Even where these exist, (e.g. in the MPSRJ), many of the 
staff are reluctant to seek psychological help. The fear of stigmatization leads many police 
officers with mental or emotional problems to refuse specialist help. There is a fear that 
undergoing psychiatric or psychological treatment may result not only in discrimination by 
peers but also act as a strong argument for the temporary confiscation of the officer’s firearm, 
i.e. a temporary suspension from front line activities. Because of this, it is believed that 
numerous cases of ‘mental disturbances’ are not registered but sent to social workers who try 
to persuade the officers to conquer fear and seek specialist help, in the same way as cases of 
alcoholism or drug addiction are treated.  
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Graph 15. Cases of temporary leave of police officers in Rio de Janeiro State,
2000-2001. Dark blue = participating in training (68%); orange = work
in other institutions (13%); red = health treatment (10%).
Source: PMERJ - DGS - APOM. 
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Graph 15. Cases of temporary leave of police officers in Rio de Janeiro State,
2000-2001. Dark blue = participating in training (68%); orange = work
in other institutions (13%); red = health treatment (10%).
Source: PMERJ - DGS - APOM. 
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Having considered the available statistics about police victimization we can now formulate 
some interpretive hypotheses. Unfortunately the limited nature of the data brought together 
for this article does not permit statistical tests to be applied but we can speculate about some 
important issues: 
 
 -  It is possible that the organizational structures and management models adopted by the 
    police may favor high rates of police victimization. The current structures and models 
    are inadequate for government administration, for the political regime, and for the 
    present system of social control given the characteristics of the police role and functions 
    in a complex society.  
 
 -  Instruments of internal and external control of police forces. One ramification of the 
    previous question is the inference that, in those police organizations which operate with 
    weak or even non-existent legislation, regulations, procedures and tools of control, (both 
    internal and external), there is a greater chance of producing incidents and work 
    accidents which result in both civilian and police victims.  
 
 -  Responsibility and accountability are also issues related to earlier questions. The 
    weakness or absence of mechanisms to attribute political, administrative and operational 
    responsibility, contribute to the creation of environments where the risks of 
    victimization for both police and civilians can easily grow. The same can be said about 
    the absence or weakness of instruments whereby the police account for their actions.  
 
 -  The low degree of visibility of police work and decision making processes appears to 
    favor the routine resort to arbitrary and violent policing practices, (both formal and 
    informal), which pose risks for both police and civilians. Decision making processes 
    inevitably involve a degree of discretion, particularly when they are disassociated from 
    professional planning and management systems. 
 
 -  Questions are raised about the legal and legitimate administration of the use of force. 
    The weakness or nonexistence of policy as to what constitutes the appropriate use of 
    force in a democratic state can stimulate the abuse of power by police. This abuse 
    results in excessive, violent and arbitrary actions becoming established routines and, in 
    turn, increases the risks of victimization for both police and citizens. Policy should be 
    transformed into regulations, methods and practices which are seen as valid and 
    consensual.  
 
 -  Police organizations suffer low public confidence and credibility and consequently 
    receive little acceptance and cooperation from citizens. As a result police tend to use 
    higher levels of force in any actions they engage in, levels that would not be needed if 
    they enjoyed greater public support. This vicious circle tends to favor violent police 
    practices that feed high levels of police and civilian victimization.  
 
 -  High levels of police corruption are disseminated throughout the command hierarchy. 
    The public perception of the scale of corruption appears to increase both the risks and 
    uncertainties involved in police actions, especially those of a repressive nature. Police 
    corruption, be it major or minor, harms the police’s credibility in the eyes of the public, 
    and credibility is a prerequisite for effective action. Large or small scale corruption 
    relating to the internal working of the police force sabotages planning and interventions 
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    that require secrecy. Both these matters appear to motivate victimization of police and 
    civilians, either through the action of the police themselves, (e.g. ‘friendly fire’, 
    ‘executions’, ‘elimination of witnesses’) or, by citizens who are seen as suspects or 
    criminals.  
 
 -  Poor quality of  training and education of police officers can lead to standards of action 
    that are inconsistent and inadequate, leading to intentional and non-intentional 
    victimizations of police and citizens. 
  
 -  Police organizations have been politicized, i.e. police resources have been used to attain 
    ideological or electoral objectives and to influence particular ‘clients’. This process 
    appears to increase uncertainties in decision making processes and the inconsistencies in 
    the use of police resources has implications for standards which lead to increased risks 
    in police actions. 
 
This article concludes with some brief comments about official data on ‘work accidents’ in 
Brazil. Other articles in this journal have commented on the fact that the Ministry of Social 
Welfare provides an important data base relating to work accidents, that permits comparisons 
to be made over the whole country, over time and between sectors and professions. It is 
possible to build up comprehensive tables using the InfoLogo resource available on the 
internet (www.dataprev.gov.br/servicos/). Data on activities surrounding “Public security and 
order’ can be found under the classification of one of the 60 major groups referred to as 
‘public administration, defence and social welfare’. I used the available data in the Ministry of 
Social Security’s statistics (Dataprev), separating the principal groups over the 1997-2003 
period, which corresponds to 53% of the registered accidents.  
 
The annual statistics (DATAPREV - INSS-CAT, 2003) shows that 2,710,874 ‘work 
accidents’ were registered in the country in 1997-2003. Of these only 48,321 (2%), were 
registered in the area of ‘public administration, defence and social welfare’, a group that 
includes nine activities other than policing. This indicates a very high level of under-
registration of police data which negatively affects comparative analyses.  
 
When attempting to distinguish registered work accidents in the area of ‘Public Security and 
Order’ within the wider group of ‘public administration, defence and social welfare’, we find 
that these correspond for only on average 3% of the total number of accidents in this group. 
Although, as we can see in Graph 16, there has been modest improvement in registration over 
time, it is still very low, particularly when we consider that in the smaller time period under 
examination (1997-2001), 1,783 police officers were victimized in Rio de Janeiro alone. 
 
It appears perfectly reasonable to suppose that the production of information on work 
accidents in Brazil has a set of distinct bottlenecks which contribute to loss and under-
registration of cases, (as apparently occurs with other sources of data).This is generally a 
consequence of the low degree of standardization of data collection instruments, the existence 
of distinct criteria for the selection and registration of cases, different flows in the production 
of information, different technical capabilities in the statistical agencies, unequal territorial 
coverage according to state and municipality, etc. The existence of a national endeavour 
(however limited), to harmonize data is fundamental to improve the quality, integrity, 
reliability, coverage and access to the data produced. This will certainly permit the 
development of more adequate research and diagnoses and lead to the formulation of better 
public policies.  
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   Graph 16.   Registered work accidents within ’Public Security and Order’, 1997-2003.  
 At bottom, the percentage of these accidents of the total number of accidents  
 within ‘Public administration, defence and social welfare’ is noted.  Source: 
 DATAPREV/INSS - Anuário Estatístico de Acidentes de Trabalho, 2003. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


