


Vandalism Drains Public, Private Dollars

Different Estimates, Responses Complicate Problem

Billions of tax dollars are spent every year to
offset the mounting costs of a crime which
rarely benefits anyone, including the criminal.
The crime is vandalism, willful destruction of
public and/or private property, and it affects
everyone who owns property or pays taxes.

In major cities, the cost of cleaning up after
vandals may exceed millions of dollars annu-
ally, even in areas where vandalism is believed
to have leveled off. One such city is New
York, where last year, damage to Board of
Education buildings cost almost $6 million,
and other vandalism cost the Parks Depart-
ment about $2 million and the Transit
Authority $3 million.

Although the problem of vandalism is not
unique to New York, the difficulty in esti-
mating actual costs makes national totals in-
accurate. Estimates of school-related van-
dalism alone range from $200 million to
$600 million annually.

Compounding the problem are the many un-
clear terms used by police departments to
categorize vandalism. Categories such as
“criminal mischief — graffiti,” “criminal
mischief — unclassified,” and ‘“‘reckless en-
dangerment of property’ may not reflect
the full extent of vandalism.

Vandals are usually male teenagers with free
time, and a feeling of alienation, a sense of
separation from society and its rules. With
an estimated 42,000 vandalism incidents oc-
curring every month, schools are prime targets
of such alienation. According to a 1977
study, school vandals are usually in the seventh
grade, a time of major social and biological
adjustments. The study attributed the aliena-
tion which motivates such vandalism to a
sense of normlessness (the feeling that
society’s rules are ambiguous or unenforced),

a sense of powerlessness, or of meaningless-
ness in life.

Whether the end result of such alienation is
smashed school typewriters, broken cemetery
tombstones or overtumed park benches, of-
ficials disagree about the most effective mea-
sures to combat vandalism. They also point
to tight budgets and limited staffs as contri-
buting to the problem.

One deterrent may be the enactment of ob-
vious anti-vandalism programs, such as staff-
ing city parks and playgrounds, involving
students in school projects to combat van-
dalism, and immediately repairing damage.
However, this approach, requiring additional
manpower, is the most frequent victim of
budget cuts.

As a result, cities and companies often resort
to physical deterrents, which are often expen-
sive and sometimes unattractive. More schools
are being equipped with locks, bolts and sop-
histicated alarm systems. City parks are com-
batting vandalism by replacing torn bench
slats with thicker ones, and by reroofing
damaged comfort stations with concrete slabs
instead of the more vulnerable slate.

Recent visitors to New York City cemeteries
might have looked up and noticed the anti-
vandalism program. Police Department heli-
copters have been patrolling the major ceme-
teries three times a day and have apparently

succeeded in deterring vandalism.

The costs of repairing and preventing vandalism
should particularly concern businessmen. Like all
taxpayers, businessmen are paying the cost of such
damage, but they face the additional risk of vandalism
in their area and should be aware of law enforcement
programs to combat it. The problem will not dis-
appear, but its costs may increase.
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Violence Takes Educational, Monetary Tolls

One State Considers Special Training for School Principals

The increasing problem of school violence,

which results in about 100 deaths every year
nationwide, has prompted one state to con-
sider requiring special anti-violence training
for principals and supervisors.

The plan, recommended by a committee of
members of New Jersey boards of educations,
would require a principal to undergo special
training in coping with vandalism and violence
before receiving certification. The committee,
which questioned 1,387 principals across the
state, found that 1,100 had not had any
training in dealing with violence.

In one year, school violence cost New Jersey
more than $5 million to repair damage caused
by vandalism, arson and theft, and an addi-
tional $12.5 million for preventive programs
and security. Violence and its costs are not
unique to New Jersey, however, as indicated
by other recent national statistics.

In addition to the 100 murders annually,
school violence also results in 12,000 armed
robberies, 9,000 rapes, 204,000 aggravated
assaults (including 50,000 to 60,000 against
teachers), 270,000 school burglaries and $200
million to $600 million worth of vandalism.

Such violence takes a heavy toll, according to
a recent study which found that urban stu-
dents aged 12 to 19 face greater risks of as-
sault and robbery in school than out. The
study also found that about 16 per cent of all
secondary school students are afraid at school
at least some of the time, and about three per
cent (approximately half a million) are afraid
at school most of the time.

The study also revealed that such fear is not
confined to students. Responses revealed that
about 125,000 secondary school teachers (12
per cent) are threatened with physical harm in
an average month, and an equal number are

reluctant to take action against disorderly
students for fear of physical harm.

While some school districts across the country
have attempted to deal with the problem by
using alarm systems, security guards, patrol
services and other outside assistance, the New
Jersey committee found that schools them-
selves often contributed indirectly to violent
incidents. Flaws such as poor recordkeeping
and inconsistent or non-existent methods of
reporting violent acts to police and parents
were cited as hindering prevention efforts.

The committee also found common character-
istics of cases involving violence. These in-
cluded average class sizes exceeding 27 stu-
dents, enrollment above 200 per cent capacity,
and the use of split sessions. The smaller the
school and class size, the committee said, the
less likelihood of violence. The committee

advised school administrators to be conscious of

these potential problem areas, and to take
steps to slow down or avoid movement to-
ward them.

As the severe effects of school violence are felt across
the country, more states may begin to study the
causes and possible solutions of the problem. Such
evaluations should be studied carefully, because the
impact of school violence is not confined to schools.
Its detrimental, and potentially devastating, effects
extend to the entire community.
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