
 RENO POLICE DEPARTMENT ADDS TOURISM-ORIENTED UNIT 
AFTER ATTENDING LAS VEGAS TOURISM SECURITY TRAINING  

 
If you’ve ever been to downtown Reno, Nevada, chances are you’ve come across the Reno 
Police Department’s unit nicknamed, “The Smile Squad.” The squad consists of police officers 
who walk the downtown streets of Reno, but take no enforcement action. Instead, their job is 
to help tourists navigate the city.  
 
“The Smile Squad” came into existence after Lt. Joe Robinson attended the “Tourism Oriented 
Policing and Protective Services” (TOPPS) certification course at the International Tourism 
Security Conference several years ago. The course is instructed by Peter E. Tarlow, Ph.D. It is a 
2-day certification program that discusses the role of law enforcement and private security in 
the tourism community. The course focuses on topics such as, event risk management, crimes 
specific to tourists and customer tourism as a target for terrorism. 
 
Lt. Robinson returned to Reno with his newfound knowledge and was soon placed in charge of 
special events covering the downtown Reno area. While in this position, he decided there had 
to be a better model. Reflecting on what he learned at the TOPPS course in Las Vegas, he 
brought his idea for a “walking team” to the executive staff and according to Lt. Robinson, they 
were very open to the idea.  
 
The group took about a year and a half to implement and “Dr. Tarlow’s TOPPS course was the 
inspiration behind it all,” Lt. Robinson said. “From controlling the message to creating 
relationships with the media and being able to deal with an incident, everything behind the 
TOPPS course was the inspiration – you can now meet the Reno Police Department, even if you 
don’t have problems.” 
 
Earlier this year, organizers of the annual conference invited Lt. Robinson to present at the 25th 
International Tourism Security Conference held April 15-18, 2018 in Las Vegas, Nevada. In his 
presentation, he explained his strategy for implementing the unit, overcoming the challenge of 
“change” and ultimately the successes attained. Lt. Robinson also described how the Reno 
Police Department used to followed a ‘tough on crime’ model. At the time, he said police 
officers were told to arrest anyone and everyone causing problems. “Having the model of just 
arresting people, it overworked us and made us much less popular in the community,” Lt. 
Robinson said.   
 
Lt. Robinson cited a Yelp review of the Reno Police Department that proved his idea was 
working. The review was written by a user named “Ken D.,” who wrote:  

“It was like, all of a sudden we had a new, friendlier police force in Reno. These guys 
couldn’t get photographed enough. They were posing with any and everybody, even me, 
during the Santa Crawl (event). The transformation was a wonder to behold. A bazillion 
people turned out for the (Santa) crawl and they were all talking to, photographing and 
being photographed with Reno cops. These cops were actually photo-bombing photos. 
What a great deal that is for Reno. We now got the nice cops police department. Still 



they do got big guns so I wouldn’t go thinking these nice cops wouldn’t take down a bad 
guy. That being said, they sure do make the good guys feel good about Reno.” 

 
Today, “The Smile Squad” still walk the streets of downtown Reno, they’re still posing for 
photos (and photo-bomb), pointing visitors in the right direction and to the best pizza places!  
 
Credit: Rachel Spacek, Freelance Reporter, Reno, Nevada. Ms. Spacek can be contacted at 
rachelspacek8@gmail.com  
 
ABOUT THE INTERNATIONAL TOURISM SAFETY ASSOCIATION 
Since 1992, the International Tourism Safety Association (ITSA), a non-profit organization, has 
been charged with providing tourism security professionals with a forum to learn, grow and 
develop professionally. ITSA’s mission brings destinations together through training efforts such 
as its annual conference in Las Vegas, Nevada, USA. Each year, this important event focuses on 
providing delegates from around the world with new information, trends, equipment, strategies 
and smart practices intended to safeguard visitors of destinations worldwide. For more 
information, visit www.touristsafety.org. 
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