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Law Enforcement
Law enforcement includes various 
organizational levels (i.e., federal, 
state, and local). One of the key 
features distinguishing federal law 
enforcement agencies from others 
is that they were often established 
to enforce specific statutes. Thus, 
their units are highly specialized and 
often associated with specialized 
training and resources.21 Federal 
law enforcement agencies include 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA), the U.S. 
Secret Service, the U.S. Marshals 
Service, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF). Further, 
almost all federal agencies, including the Postal Service and the Forest Service, have some 
police power. In 2002, President George W. Bush restructured the federal agencies, result-
ing in the establishment of the Department of Homeland Security. This department was 
created in an effort to protect and defend the United States from terrorist threats.22

The earliest form of state police agency to emerge in the United States was the Texas 
Rangers, founded by Stephen Austin in 1823 to protect settlers. By 1925, formal state 
police departments existed throughout most of the country. While some organizational 
variations exist among the different states, two models generally characterize the struc-
ture of these state police departments.

The first model can be designated as state police. States such as Michigan, New York, 
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Vermont, and Arkansas have a state police structure. These 
agencies have general police powers and enforce state laws as well as perform routine 
patrols and traffic regulation. Further, they have additional functions such as specialized 
units to investigate major crimes, intelligence units, drug trafficking units, juvenile units, 
and crime laboratories. The second model can be designated as highway patrol. States 
such as California, Ohio, Georgia, Florida, and the Carolinas have a highway patrol 
model. For these agencies, the primary focus is to enforce the laws that govern the opera-
tion of motor vehicles on public roads and highways. In some instances, this also includes 
not just enforcing traffic laws but investigating crimes that occur in specific locations or 
under certain circumstances, such as on state highways or state property.23 Agencies on 
the local level are divided into counties and municipalities. The primary law enforcement 
office for most counties is that of county sheriff. In most instances, the sheriff is an elected 
position. The majority of local police officers are employed by municipalities. Most of 
these agencies comprise fewer than 10 officers. Local police agencies are responsible for 
the “nuts and bolts” of law enforcement responsibilities. For instance, they investigate 
most crimes and engage in crime prevention activities such as patrol duties. Further, these 
officers are often responsible for providing social services such as responding to incidents 
of domestic violence and child abuse.24

Courts
The United States does not have just one judicial system. Rather, the judicial system is 
quite complex. In fact, there are 52 different systems, one for each state, the District 
of Columbia, and the federal government. Given this complexity, however, one can 

Law enforcement 
officials often find crime 
in unusual places. 
These two women were 
arrested after being 
accused of cooking 
meth inside a rural Illinois 
church.

state police: agencies 
with general police 
powers to enforce 
state laws as well as to 
investigate major crimes; 
they may have intelligence 
units, drug trafficking 
units, juvenile units, and 
crime laboratories.

highway patrol: 
one type of model 
characterizing statewide 
police departments. The 
primary focus is to enforce 
the laws that govern 
the operation of motor 
vehicles on public roads 
and highways.
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