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Robin Kirk, Houston Police Department
Lawrence Sherman, University of Maryland

Your discussion will be assisted by your knowing the history
of neighborhood safety strategies, findings from research
on the role of fear of crime in neighborhood safety, and
findings from more recent research on new strategies for
making neighborhoods safe.
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The Problems History Made

The current problems of neighborhood safety are clodei
linked to the kinds of neighborhoads we have developed.
They provide easy targets for criminals in two respects,

First. very often an intruder may find no one home and.
second. there are few passers-by wha can spot intruders.

Forthe firsttime in the history of human habiration. large
numbers of dwellings are completely unatended for many
hours aday. The rising percentages of single-person-house-
holds and of two-wuge-carner families. the smalleraverage
number of children per marriage. und the divorce-related
rise in the number of single adult heads of houscholds (who
are also wage earners) together mean that many houses ure
empty for much of the day for at least S days a week. The
unattended house was not-possible in colder climates before
the invention of central heating a century ago. since someane
was needed athome to “keep the home fires burning.” Other
technological chunges sped the development of this process.
such as the invention of household labor-saving devices.
but sacial changes such as mass migration from rural to
urban areas were also important.

The second historically distinctaspect of modern neighbor-
hood safety is the low density of residential neighborhoods.
Although townhouses and condominium apartments have
recently become popular. single-family detached homes
have been the dominant form of housing built since au-
tomobiles became widely available after World War 1. This
low density reduces informal “watching™ by neighbors even
when they are home. since there is so much maore territory
for each “watcher”™ to cover. In many suburban neighhor-
hoads. it is possible for a moving van to pull up in front
of @ house and empty its contents before anyone sees it, let
alone asks whether the oceupants are planning o move.

The rise of unatended spread-out housing attracts house
and car burglars auto thieves, youthful vandals. and other
property criminals. It has litle to do with the violenterimes
of rape. robbery. assault. and homicide. but it has much 1o

do with how safe people believe their neighborhoods to be.

The modern neighborhood also poses distinet problems for
the police: While higher density ncighborhoods once made
it efficient for police und citizens to use walking as their
major meuns of transportation. low density ncighborhoods
require automobiles, And the etiquette of automobile driv-
ing. unlike the etiquette of walking, discourages people
from stopping to chat with neighbors or police officers. The
absence of neighborhood “gossip™ means that neighbors
rarely talk with each other about local crime or suspected
criminals. and what they do know they rarely share with
the police.

Police have thus been cut off from some of their traditional
sources of information and leads about likely suspects.
Law-abiding citizens who once served as the “eyes and
ears” of the police now spend more time out of the neigh-
borhood, and don"t know any police officers by name. Most
people, when they do have face-10-face contact with a police

This program brought (0 vou by the National
Institute of Justice. James K. Stewart. Director.
The series produced by WETACOM through a
grant to the Police Foundation.

officer. have either violated a traffic law or been the victim
of a crime they wish to report. Neither situation is conducive
10 building the personal relationships with Tocul police that
must precede o flow of informal communication.

Nor is there really such w thing s u “local™ police officer
in most urban and suburban police departments. The most
efficient allocation of patrol cars over a large low-density
jurisdiction makes itdifficult o assign officers consistently
to the same neighborhood. 1t is easier to dispateh officers
overa large area depending upan whether they are readily
available. rather than being limited by local neighborhood
boundarics.

In short. the past half-century has broken down both the
informal methods of deterring erime through surveiliance
and the formal police strategies of solving crimes through
neighborhood “tips.”™ We have only recently noticed this
process and begun to address it through the kinds of citizen
and police programis discussed in this Crime File program.

The Causes of Fear

We now know that fear of crime results from many causcs
besides erime inself. Some Kinds of people. and people in
some Kinds of neighborhoods. probably fear erime more
than they need to. given theirlow risk of actually becoming
victims, What makes them fearful iy seeing things they
associate with crime,

The “signs of crime™ assaciated with higher levels of tear

are both secial and physical. The social signs include pros- N
titutes soliciting for customers: drug dealers conducting .
visible transactions. rowdy teenugers loitering on corners, o

derelicts panhandling or Iving down on the street ina stupor,
und mentally ith persons shouting at the tops of their lungs

to unseen enemies. The physical signs include broken win-
dows, garbage littered on sidewalks. abandoned cars. and
hroken bottles and glass,

Both physical and social signs of erime indicate disorderin
the neighborhood and convey a sense that things are “out
of comrol.” Ultimately. disorder may attract such predatory
violenterimesas robbery : a neighborhood that cantcontrol
minor incivilities may advertise itselt o potential robbers
as # neighborhood that can’t control sertous crime either.
But long betore serious crime develops. the residents of
disorderly areas sutfer undue fear. Neighborhood businesses
sutfer loss of patronage duce 10 that féar, Property values
may decline. People who have sutficient resogrees may
move elsewhere. Thatis why the fear of crime isan impor-
tant problem in itself.

Itis empting to describe disorder as an inner city problem
especially concentrated in minority and poor rgighborhoods.
and unprotected, low-density residential arcas as a middle-
class suburban problem, but that would be an oversimplifi-
cation. While there are some differences of degree, middle -
class suburbs often suffer disorder problems at shopping
centers and even on residential street corners. Poor inner
city neighborhoods in many cities are quite low in density.
with many houses empty during the diy. Both problems

pose a challenge to almost all kinds of police departments. B
Muny have developed a variety of programs to deul with .
these problems. -

These programs share the goal suggested by one of the

&

discussants in the Crime File film: “breaking down the

barriers™ between the police and the public that are created
by the low-density ., automobile-based tife style. Other pro-
grams address problems of disorder and the causes of fear
of erime. To the extent that these programs are successful,
the better quadity of life may leave people beter off than
they were before. even it erime is not reduced. If police
can help foster 4 sense of community in #n anonymous,
wtonmized residential neighborhood, there are good reasons
1o believe the neighborhoo ] will bea better place to live in.

Thrée general types of new progrants will be discussed:

1. Community organizing. Liforts at community organt/z-
ing. such as “Neighborhood Wateh™ programs., attempt o
maobilize citizen mvolvement in local ¢rime prevention
cfforts.

2. “Storefrones.”” These and other focal police tacilities
hay e been established o replace some of the precinet head-
quarters that were closed i carlier periods.

3. Neighborhood foot patrol. Greaily reduced in earher
perods. this activity has been reinstituted as @ means of
increasing citizens” contact and constructise iteraction
with police.

All of these imtiatives are atempts to reduce fearot crime
and erime itself. The key yuestion is whether these programs
can work.

Community Organizing:
Neighborhood Watch

The major response 1o the problem of unprotected. low-
density neighborhoods has been the Neighborhiood Watch
program adopted in thousands of cities and towns. This
program encourages citizens 1o get o know their neighbors.
to attend block club meetings to discuss crime problems.,
and to call the police it they observe any suspicious activuy
in the neighborhood, The program may have police officers
inatendance at the block club mecetings, but itis otherwise
divoreed from police operations. The citizens may even go
out on patrol on a regularly scheduled basis. but they do
not work in radio contact with police,

The appeal of the Neighborhood Watch concept is subsian-
tal. Almost one-fifth of the people responding 1o a recent
national survey said they participated in some kind of com-
munity crime prevention program. Many neighborhoods
have. with police assistance. installed street signs warning
potential criminals thatthe arca is protected by a Neighbor-
hood Watch group.

Justhow much participation these groups attract. however,
is unclear, Many of them have one block club meeting and
no furtheractivity. There is rarély any scheduling of respon-
sthilities 1o watch the neighborhood at particular times . so
there are still many “unwatched™ hours of the day. Most
groups seem tolack a focus for continuing efforts so they
let the program exist more in name than in fact.

The Minneapolis Community Crime Prevention agency
tried to address the problem of maintenance of interest and
activity hy getting police more closely involved with block
clubs under a program called “Cop-of-the-Block,™ Each
participating police officer was assigned one or more block
clubs to work with on an ongoing basis, stopping by several
times a week 1 ring doorbells and chat with local residents.
and keeping them apprised of reported local erime problems
and patterns,

For a varicty of reasons, however, few officers actually
carried out the plan. They uttended the block elub meetings
but found it difficult to do much else. Sometimes front
doors were stammed in their faces when they attempted to
meet with neighborhood residents: few found itconvenient
ta go to headguarters 10 obtain neighborhood crime computer
printouts 10 give o local residents: and the pressure o
answer radio calls over a wide arca was always an -
pediment to spending much time on the block.

The “Cop-of-the-Block™ program also ran into another
major problem: it was well received in muddle-class . owner-
necupied areas but poorly received in more transient, rental
housing arcas. The paradox is that arcas with the greatest
crime problems are feast receptive to Neighborhood Wateh.
while areas most receptive to the program rarely have sub-
stantial erime problems. The Minneapolis program dem-
vnstrated this paradox by undertaking a bold experiment:
offering the program to neighborhoods that had not re-
quested it. suth requests being the typical way in which
Ncighborhood Watches have been organized in the past.

Few of these problems have been widely discussed. More
often we hear substantial claims being made that Neighbor-
hood Waich has reduced crime. The methods used to
evaluate the programs, however. have been questionable.
and no one knows whether the programs really work. The
Minneapolis Community Crime Prevention program his set
up a special project 1o help answer that question through
random assignment of the program to different neighbor-
hoods., a procedure that helps control for the effects of other
factors besides the program itself.

Preliminary results from a Police Foundation evaluation off

a4 community organizing effort by the Houston Police De-
partment found that it showed no measurable reduction in
crime but. compared with a similararea that had not received
the program. it had a significant impact in reducing fear of
crime. While these results are not conclusive. they do help
allay the concern of some analysts that such community-
centered programs might raise the level of fear rather than
lower it.

Storefronts

Similar results were ubtained in the preliminury analysis of
another Houston experiment, the Community Police Stition
Projeet. This project built on an ides that first appeared in
the late 1960°s as an antidote to the closing of many police
precinet houses when foot patrals were abandoned. Opening
a storefront office for police in a commercial zone provided
an opportunity for citizens to see and wlk to police on a
more personal basis than the iclephone allowed. In many
older. high-density cities. police storefronts became com-
munity centers. a positive environment where people could
meet and chat with cach other. But for all its appeal. the
storefront idea was never systematically evaluated.

Under a grant from the National Institute of Justice. the
Houston police and the Police Foundation developed and
tested an expanded concept of the storefront—to use the
storefront as a basce for community outreach. The storefront
became a focus for building community identity, even for
giving a name o the community, The community police
station officers organized neighborhood mectings and ac-
tvities. working with schools, churches. and other local
institutions.
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The cost of the community police station in furnishings
(donated by a local corporation), fent. and personnel time
was substantial, But the demonstrated effects in reducing
neighborhood fear of crime were also substantial.

Persona: Contact Patrol

The fear-reduction experiments in Houston sought to in-
crease communication with local residents by having police
stop to talk to as many local ¢itizens as possible. One arca
designated as a test site had reportedly received very little
police attention, and not even much routine police patrol.
The police started to drive through the neighborhood to
knock on doors and chat with pedestrians. thus creating u
visible presence. They also sentout the message that special
officers had been assigned to that local area who wanted to
know about area problems.

This Houston program suffered some of the same problems
as the Minneapolis “Cop-of-the-Block™ effort, While 4
number of officers were assigned to the task. one officer
alone accounted for about half of all recorded contacts. The
other officers made very few personal contacts with residents
or shoppers. Only one-third of the households had any
personal contact with the police over the evaluation period.
Arsome point. all of the officers in the program feit "burned
out” and found it difficult to continue making cold contacts
with citizens. But for all the problems. a substantial amount
of contact was made.

The impact of this contact was impressive: the prevalence
of households victimized by crime was reduced by almost
one-half, the level of fear declined substantially. and resi-
dents” attitudes on other local issues improved. While some
methodological problems with the research make these
results more suggestive than conclusive. they strongly
suggest personal contact patrol is an improvement over
routine. anonymous policing.

Police in Newark. Brooklyn. and other places have adopted
similar strategies and have received much favorable public
comment. The crime reduction effects may not hold up in
other evaluations. but the public approval will probably be
more consistent. Survey research shows a broad reserve of
public support for police. if only the police will exploit it.

In doing so. they nmay not only enhance the “image™ of the
department. They may also make people féel as safe as they
ought to. and work harder to make the neighborhood safer
from crime,

Environmental Design

The Crime File film and this commentary are about police
and community organizing approaches to making the neigh-
borhoods safe and ieighborhood residents less fearful. A
different. “en  .anental” approach to achieving those
aims involves efforts to change the physical layouts of
neighborhoods. Examples include redesigning streets to
make them one way or to turn them into cul-de-sacs, adding
street lights, or designing buildings in ways that make it
possible for residents to keep an eye on the neighborhood.
Although the results of such efforts have been mixed—for
example. improved street lighting has had no consistent
impact on crime—there have been some successes in reduc-
ing some kinds of crime. The best test was in the Asylum
Hill area of Hartford. Connecticut. Between 1976 and 1979,
the layout of streets and intersections was changed to make

more one-way streets, cul-de-sacs. and “gateways” in resi-
dential blocks. The changes reduced the amount of outside
traffic and increased citizens” efforts 1o watch the neighbor-
hood. A short-term reduction in crime was noticed but there
was no tasting reduction. The program did seem to forestall
cconomic deterioration of the neighborhood where it might
otherwise have occurred.

Comprehensive efforts to improve neighborhood safety will

probably include both organizational and environmental
elements.
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Discussion Questions

. Do you know any police officers who work in your
neighborhood?

2. What specific facts do you know about where, when,
and what kind of crime occurs in vour neighborhood?

3. How much “watching™ goes on in your neighborhood?

=

How many hours a day is the neighborhood empty?

4. Do you know your neighbors? Wouid they ask questions
about 4 moving van emptying your house?

5. Does fear of crime affect your shopping habits? Your
recreation? Your property values'!

This study guide and the videotape. Neighborhood
Safety. isoneof 22 in the CRIME FILE series. Forin-
formation on how to obtain programs on other criminal
justice issues in the series, contact CRIME FILE ., Na-
tional Institute of Justice/NCIRS, Box 6000, Rockville.
MD 20850 or call 800-851-3420 (301-251-5500
from Metropolitan Washington, D.C.. und Maryland).
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