


more court services, more jail and prison
facilities, more health and social programs,
and more subsidies of every kind. Because
these heavy costs must be borne by all resi-
dents of a community, not just by those who
live in high-crime neighborhoods, the higher
taxes needed to finance this broader array of
services tend often to drive away productive
residents and businesses, thus accelerating the
spiral of decay. An analysis of the link be-
tween crime and taxes by a major Midwestern
university showed that the cities with the
largest increases in public expenditures were
also the cities with the largest increases in
crime. Says the former director of the National
Institute of Justice: “Crime is the ultimate tax
on enterprise. It must be reduced or eliminated
before poor people can share fully in the Amer-
ican dream. Controlling crime is a pre-condi-
tion to improving the lives of the urban poor
because no neighborhood can grow econom-
ically unless it is first safe.”

And crime disrupts education. From the inner
city to the suburbs to rural America, many
students simply are afraid to go to school.
Sadly, their fear is well founded. A crime and
education expert at a think tank specializing in
public policy issues observes that a significant
portion of today’s truancy problem results from
a student’s dread of being terrorized. Accord-
ing to the expert, about eight percent of our
junior and senior high school students miss at
least one school day each month because of
their fear of assault by other students. Many
students drop out altogether, thus severely
reducing their lifetime earning capacity and in-
creasing their risk of unemployment with all
its attendant ills. Unemployment among high
school dropouts is about triple that of the
general labor force; and a high school dropout
with a criminal record is virtually unemploy-
able. Crime in schools affects teachers as well,
leading many of the nation’s more experienced
educators to avoid the very classrooms where
their skills are most needed.

Attacking the problem

Turning back the flood of juvenile violence
can be achieved, but only with enormous
energy and commitment from every sector of
society. A dual approach is needed. Some in-
itiatives must focus on containing the violence
that now exists while others must focus on
limiting the spread of violence in the future.

A number of community- and government-
supported programs already have made note-
worthy progress in containing criminal activity
and in securing neighborhoods. In Flint,
Michigan, crime rates declined by an average
of eight percent in districts served by addi-
tional foot patrol officers, but increased by 10
percent in other districts. The much-publicized
barricade of high-crime districts in Los Angeles
cut youth gang violence in one by 90 percent
and in another by 33 percent, and led to in-
creased attendance at nearby high schools.
And citizens in housing projects and neigh-
borhoods across the nation are clearing away
trash and abandoned vehicles, removing graf-
fiti from building walls, and watching for and
reporting unlawful activity to send a message
to criminals that residents care about their
neighborhoods and intend to fight back. But
these measures, although necessary and help-
ful, are defensive. They react rather than an-
ticipate. They try to correct rather than to
deter. It is far more effective and far less cost-
ly, both in human and in financial terms, to
prevent juvenile violence before it occurs than
to try to fix the problems it causes.

Prevention can be approached from many
directions. Decreasing the availability of weap-
ons and increasing the availability of drug
education programs are two ways to limit the
spread of juvenile violence. Reviving Head
Start-type programs and teaching good citizen-
ship from the earliest grades can help. But the
real keys to prevention are mobilization of our
citizenry at all levels to work in partnership
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with law enforcement personnel and empower-
ment of our nation’s parents to take respon-
sibility for their children.

Citizen participation in crime and violence
prevention is growing. Neighborhood Watch is
an enormously successful grass-roots move-
ment in which citizens, with guidance from
local police, work together to secure their
neighborhoods. The FBI's Safe Streets pro-
gram is another effective partnership. As of
August 1992, 300 special FBI agents had been
transferred from foreign counter-intelligence
posts to domestic crime control programs to
work with citizen volunteers in 58 task forces
in 39 cities nationwide. Some programs specif-
ically target cooperation with youth. The FBI’s
Youth Pledge Against Violence, part of the
Martin Luther King, Jr. National Holiday Com-
mission, has been presented in eight cities and
is planned for nine more.

But an equally important focus for the preven-
tion of violence is empowerment of the family
to nurture its young. The family, whatever its
composition or condition, must be a child’s
primary source of positive behavior models
who can demonstrate the desirability of choos-
ing non-violent solutions to problems and who
make it unnecessary for a child to seek self-
worth and belonging in gangs and crime. It is
largely because so many American families
have become less and less able to fulfill the
basic requirements of nurturing that the fabric
of our society is unraveling in violence.

Reinstating the family dinner is the kind of
simple response that can be a more effective
long-range deterrent to juvenile violence than
locking up young offenders. At-risk caregivers
must be taught the skills of positive parenting
and must be motivated to use them by rewards
that make a difference in their lives. One bold
and creative approach is offered by the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s 1992 Nobel Prize-winning

economist Gary S. Becker who suggests that
welfare payments be tied to the accomplish-
ment of goals beneficial to children and
families. Instead of basing payments primarily
or solely on family size and income, payments
to parents could be based on such standards as
their children’s school attendance record; their
children’s regular visits to a doctor or dentist;
their own completion of educational, employ-
ment, or rehabilitation goals; or their own at-
tendance at parent-teacher conferences.

Clearly, the increase in youth violence is a problem
which impacts every segment of society. Govern-
ments are affected by skvrocketing costs of law en-
forcement and social programs. Companies are af-
fected by disruption or failure of business in un-
stable neighborhoods and by the diminishing pool
of suitable workers. And individuals are affected by
the loss of personal safety and by the restriction of
opportunity that results from an environment suf-
fused by violence.

But the increase in youth violence is also a symp-
tom of deeper problems — the abdication of per-
sonal responsibility for safe neighborhoods and the
breakdown of families — and it is to these deeper
problems that lasting solutions must be directed. As
our country commits itself to the task of rebuilding
decaying roads and bridges, we must commit our-
selves as well to the task of strengthening other,
even more critical elements of our nation’s infra-
structure—individuals and families. It is ultimately
through the ownership and exercise of responsibility
Jor our own safety and for the well-being of our
children that we will begin to conquer our epi-
demic of youth violence.
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