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The perceptions of crime in our communites - Marc Alexander

What do we make of stories such as when  a bunch of 14 and 16 year old girls assaulted a bus driver, beating and kicking him while shouting "kill him" to egg each other on? Or a judge being punched in the head in the Nelson District Court (may 10/06); resources that could be going to organisations such as Community Patrol to help prevent crime seeing $11 million going to landscape our four new prisons?

Perception matters when we want to ask about what is really happening? 

If we relied on the media to provide us with any real insights into the level of crime in New Zealand we could be forgiven for thinking that it amounts to little more than a few high profile murders, some rapes - including one or two historical ones that may have been committed by some errant police; a few knee-jerk vigilanteism where local communities threatened and then ran out some paedophiles (think Blackball, New Brighton and the town of Halcott); some understandable public outcry over criminals receiving compensations; boy racer stuff; youth truancy, crime and prostitution.

Politicians will make noises about all the above but paint a picture consistent with their political ambitions. If in government they'll provide wonderful statistics of what a great job they're doing, blame the previous administration over those things that are less favourable if they can, and when all else has failed hold endless inquiry's and discussion groups to soothe the troubled waters. Every so often they actually listen and do some good.

Opposition politicians have the luxury of pointing out all the things that are wrong without having to actually stump up with a plan other than during the heat of election time when they become distilled into the next generation of slogans without the benefit of close scrutiny. Politicians know only too well that people do not vote according deep knowledge about the myriad issues confronting them. They vote largely on the strength of perceptions: Who's going to be tougher? Who's going to get the job done? Whats fair, what's just? Whose explanation is better? And who do we trust?

Crime may be a perception game to most Kiwis - how could it not be? A lot, I suppose, depends on whether or not you have experienced crime. Cops experience crime all the time. So do victims, family and friends of victims, judges, lawyers, prison guards, parole officers - all have a take on crime in New Zealand from their particular experience of it. 

But we rarely listen to the front line dealing with crime and the consequences of crime. How many stories make the national media about the work of Community Patrol? What about Victim Support? What do we hear about the Police? Well, they get a public flogging over such things as the multi-million dollar INCIS debacle, 111 call centre problems, porngate… And we can't find something to complain about we go to the trouble of vilifying the police when they do the right thing! Witness the crusade against constable Abbot? Hounded for over three long years for doing his job! And the result of all this? An NBR poll showing public confidence in our police plummeting from 71% to barely 53% in just a few years.

The public perception driving all this is real even if utterly wrong. Where's the balance?

I don't see many reports about all the crimes police prevent. Or the ones Community Patrols prevent simply by your presence. I don't see much public recognition of all the 

So…if we strip away the media embellishments, if we remove the politically motivated goggles on crime…what will we find?

We find that while certain categories of crime have gone up and down, violence is rising. In particular Youth truancy and violence is up. In any given year we have: 

· around 2500 assaults, 

· 4600 grevious assaults, 

· 1000 abductions, 

· 13,000 cases of child abuse, 

· 70,000 cases of sexual offences against women

· 95,000 cases of burglary

· Half a billion dollars in retail theft alone

· Insurance fraud worth around $60 million

· The National survey of crime victims (2001) showed that there were 1.77 million household and individual victimisations.

· We have a court system that is backlogged by around 35,000 cases

To understand the positive impact of frontline vigilence against crime we need to appreciate the real  cost of crime - not just the dollars and cents but the human cost of damaged and ruined lives - when you see the quality of life being diminished in victims by those who are arrogant enough to choose crime over the rights of the innocent, then yes, we must side with those who do most to protect and help us. 

That means we must listen more to the police…and more to organisations like Community patrol. They are part of that frontline protecting all that we value in civil society. Perceptions do need to change…not only in terms of a shift in focus towards crime prevention but in the very foundations of what we mean by a criminal justice system. I believe we must start to recognise the needs of victims over and above the necessary considerations of restitution and rehabilitation. It is not an easy undertaking but we do have an ethical obligation to side with the interests of victims rather than adopt the current apologetic psychobabble that excuses every criminal offence as a social rather than individual responsibility. 

Just how is society to blame for the criminal behaviors of the likes of Denis Hines (80 convictions), Gresham Marsh (60 convictions), Joseph Thompson (pleaded guilty to 129 charges including 46 of rape), or Jules Mikus (60 offences including indecent assault and sexual intercourse with a child less than 12 years of age as far back as 1973). Had Mikus been left in prison for life he would never have had the opportunity to kidnap, rape and murder Teresa Cormack. Or consider Brian Alan Bolt…48 years old and has been convicted of his 636th criminal offence…while on parole! And he was given a pathetic sentence of six years. Just how many chances are we supposed to give criminals who give none to their victims?

The worst 63 inmates cost us - the taxpayers - $4.3 million per year! That’s $190 per day each. In July of 2004 Corrections operational policy and planning manager Heather Mackie confirmed that 13 inmates on home detention wanted to go back to prison! Even the Howard League for Penal Reform president Peter Williams conceeded that our prison system failed to rehabilitate.And why would it? It was reported in may (SST - 21/5/06) that inmates were enjoying themselves with moonshine brewed in their cells; 

It is worth noting here of the monumental failure of rehabilitation. Since we moved away from harsh labour and punishment regimes in prison the failure rate has increased dramatically. Eighty-six per cent of prison inmates re-offend within five years of leaving prison with 70 per cent of those who go to prison having more than ten convictions. 

Recent debate on the need to re-think our prison system has centred on inmate numbers and cost, conveniently side-stepping the woeful re-offending rates which, under normal analysis should have been the primary focus. Rehabilitation has failed demonstrably over 30 years yet old habits and foundless beliefs die hard. Despite overwhelming  contrary evidence, some still advocate that such approaches have not been progressive enough! Rather than travel down a well-trod apologist's path of misplaced charity for criminals, we should learn from overseas experience incorporating what works and avoiding folly. We can have a prison system that punishes, rehabilitates those that can be, deters reoffending and which costs less to taxpayers if we look beyond the spin of offenders advocates.

The biggest stumbling block to counter the prevailing ideology of punishment as unethical contrasts with overseas research which, in contrast, proves its effectiveness. The most effective rehabilitation isn't more self-awareness programs, but work. Equipping inmates with skills and a work ethic, lessens opportunities for an inmate culture, borne of boredom, reinforcing the criminal lifestyle. Prison experience should deter inmates from ever wanting to return. It must be an unpleasant alternative to lawfulness. Productive work achieves these objectives and defrays costs. Conviction should'nt absolve offenders from the obligation to work for a living; that would privilege the criminal above others. Of course, prison work must be managed so as not to take away jobs from the law abiding.

Sentencing options should also be widened. Suspended sentences, weekend work programs, chain gangs, chemical castration for pedophiles, and GPS monitored curfews should all be part of the mix. 'Brat Camps' could be a last resort for youth offenders for whom the only current options are endless Family Group conferences or prison. These could be run by armed services instilling much needed discipline and specialist teachers to ram choices only education can provide. 

If some see these steps as draconian then it is only because they have bought into a thirty year failed experiment that views criminals as victims. Treatment methodologies absolves personal responsibility, shifting the burden onto everyone else including victims. It's a tired recipe yielding disastrous results. Unpalatable to some but imprisonment can reduce crime when accompanied by higher apprehension rates, an expedient court system, and an efficient punishment regime. Unlike the rehabilitation/treatment option, there is an abundance of empirical evidence to support this alternative.

The 1990s saw the United States experience considerable drops within most categories of crime. Assault rates dropped more than one-third, burglary rates halved, robberies plummeted two-thirds and car thefts fell by three-quarters. Crime, like other human activity, is a choice involving a calculation of the likely costs and benefits offset against risks. Studies have found that the probability of detection and punishment exert strong influences on criminal behavior. 

Charles Murray, in an essay called ‘Does prison work?’ described how the number of crimes reported to Police in England and Wales rose over several decades, while the probability of apprehension and incarceration declined. Even though the total number of prisoners increased as reported crime increased, there was a reduced likelihood of apprehension for a serious offence. In contrast to the English and Welsh experience, the United States had a rising rate of apprehension and imprisonment per recorded crime. The decline in crime rates across the US, which began in the 1980s and continued into the 1990s, was largely the result of a policy to increase the use of imprisonment as crime escalated. His argument was simple: ‘the falling use of imprisonment is to blame for rising crime’. 

When crime is low and stable it is vital to maintain the rate of imprisonment per crime, because imprisonment can halt a rising crime rate and eventually turn it around. The US experience showed that crime rates rose when the rate of imprisonment per crime declined, and fell when the rate of imprisonment per crime began to rise. This has not been the case in the United Kingdom, Wales, Australia and in New Zealand, where the reverse applies. In New Zealand the number of reported crimes per 1000 in the population rose over the period 1950 to 1995, and the number of prisoners per 1000 crimes declined over that same period. In other words between those years crime rates in New Zealand rose in proportion to the reduction of imprisonment rates. 

We've reduced the deterrent effect of prison. Court delays can run two years! Drug and alcohol treatments are inadequately administered and under-resourced. The  Sentencing Act 2002 reduced jail-time, from two-thirds to one-third, before an application for parole was available. Inmates I talked to admitted they co-operated with rehabilitation programs primarily as a means of achieving desired parole outcomes! Despite best efforts of prison staff political management has been appalling. New prisons with massive $140m cost-overruns! Legislative madness allowing inmates to sue Corrections for breaches that pale in comparison to those they committed against victims whereas commonsense dictates the best protection against inmate abuse is to punish those responsible, not rewarding criminals! Now $400,000 additional spending solely to defend against claims in the five months ending November last year while victims can't access ACC for counseling! And now, 'open' prisons to reduce costs? 

As an example of ideology getting in the way of common sense, why did the government do away with private prison management? Until last July the only prison to achieve international recognition for drug, alcohol, literacy and numeracy programs was the privately managed Auckland Remand. It also saved taxpayers around $27,000 per inmate per year in comparison to state management. Had all 17 prisons been as efficient we would save $150m per annum! 

Those who profit from the criminals most - the hand wringing advocates for the criminals and their myriad support agencies - need to confront the issue head-on. The choices may be inconvenient and unpalatable to their ideology but no more so than the simple truth that criminal offending is a choice. It's time to side with the victims and the law-abiding. Its time to side with those who defend our liberty by defending our laws. Its time to change the public perception: stop bagging our cops and instead, start supporting them. Community patrol is doing just that - not content to sit back and be armchair critics, its filled with people who for a thousand different reasons, are doing something about it. Its about communities taking back responsibility for their communities. Its about helping police do their job and sending a strong message to would-be criminals that it isn't just the police they're up against but all of us.

We tread down the road of misguided empathy and tolerance for those who show neither to their victims at our peril. What we need are fresh initiatives to reduce the number of victims. The ethical expediency of offender focussed groups is not only an affront to the rule of law but de-emphasises personal accountability. Crime is a choice, so too is what we do about it. Its time for change.
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