


aged 16 to 64 was among those who were un-
employed prior to arrest. Unemployed persons
—whether white, black, male, or female—were
also victimized at higher rates than were em-
ployed persons in their respective groups. Ac-
cording to a Pennsylvania university professor
who has studied crime trends, Americans for
more than 100 years have seen racial and
ethnic groups commit fewer crimes as they
find opportunities to become part of the eco-
nomic mainstream. But past progress is be-
ginning to be overshadowed for many Amer-
icans by a darkening economic landscape. Al-
though overall unemployment remains signifi-
cantly lower than the 7.1 percent recorded in
1980, the ranks of the nation’s unemployed are
growing. The number of jobs lost in October
and November, the highest since the recession
of the early 1980s, pushed the U.S. unemploy-
ment rate to a three-year high of 5.9 percent.
Unskilled job slots so far have been hardest hit.
The loss of more than 200,000 factory jobs in
November alone deals a hammer blow to those
who traditionally looked to jobs in the indus-
trial sector as a way out of poverty. Unemploy-
ment and underemployment lead to deprivation
and despair, and it is among these destitute
and idle Americans that the sub-culture of vio-
lence is nurtured. While 84 percent of U.S.
males between 16 and 64 are employed, the
16 percent who do not work account for the
highest incarceration rate. The widening gap
between an underclass of criminals who are
disproportionately members of minority groups
and the rest of prosperous America threatens
to spawn additional violence and to undo much
of the social progress of the last three decades.

Countering the feelings of powerlessness im-
posed by economic distress is the power con-
ferred by firearms. The proliferation of weap-
ons in our society is a third factor in the
rising tide of violent crime. In many cities
around the country, the situation is spiraling
out of control. In New York City, where it is

illegal to own or carry a handgun without a
permit, and where fewer than 50,000 permits
have been issued, police officials estimate that
more than two million handguns are in circula-
tion and believe that handgun deaths could
reach 1,600 in 1990, up from 1,300 in 1989.

Handguns are used each year to kill more than
20,000 Americans and to wound, rob, rape, or
threaten hundreds of thousands more. Three-
quarters of the homicides among U.S. males
aged 15 through 24 are said to result from the
use of firearms. Although Congress considered
legislation banning the importation of foreign-
made assault weapons, it adjourned in October
without approving the ban and without enact-
ing the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention
Act, known as the “Brady Bill,” which re-
quired a seven-day waiting period for purchases
of handguns from gun dealers. Meanwhile, the
commerce in guns continues unabated. Guns
can be purchased almost as easily as six-packs
of beer in nearly one-half the 50 states. Even
states with stricter laws are not able to control
the possession of guns among their residents.
More than 90 percent of the guns used to
commit crimes in New York State come from
out of state. Gun runners, routinely circum-
venting existing laws, pick up guns in states
with less stringent regulations, then sell them
on the street in more restrictive states. Some
simply order guns through the mail; all it
takes is a credit card and a federal license
which one can obtain by answering ‘“‘no” to
the question “Do you have a criminal record?”
For those bent on crime, the potential for
abuse of gun regulations is vast.

The high proportion of firearms-related homi-
cides in the United States suggests strongly that
the availability of guns is a significant factor
in the nation’s rising incidence of violent
crime. In a comparison of the murder rates of
Seattle and Vancouver, British Columbia, two
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cities of similar size and social composition on
either side of the U.S.-Canadian border, Van-
couver, controlled by Canada’s tougher gun
laws, had a significantly lower murder rate. A
comparison of the murder rates of other na-
tions reveals that Americans between 15 and
24 are being killed 74 times more often than
Austrians in that age group, 73 times more
often than Japanese, and 22 times more often
than West Germans. Although the issue remains
a controversial and an emotional one, statistics
suggest that tougher guns laws nationwide may
help to stem our country’s slide into violence.

Private sector initiatives

Neither campaign promises by public office-
holders to get tough on crime nor federal and
state programs to build more prisons have
stopped the violence. After decades of anti-
crime rhetoric, after so large an expansion of
our prison populations that 37 states are under
court order to control overcrowding, new ap-
proaches are needed. Crime must be fought on
all fronts and business must assume more re-
sponsibility for ensuring that its future work-
force is not decimated by violence and that its
markets do not disintegrate under the weight
of community problems.

Crime prevention is not only a concern of the
criminal justice system; it is intimately related
to business success. Security directors can play
a vital role in their companies in helping to en-
sure that management is sensitive to the many
facets of this connection and of the need to act.
Secure communities encourage economic de-
velopment, housing rehabilitation, retention of
old businesses, and attraction of new ones.
These conditions, in turn, promote employment
and expand opportunities for the minority, socio-
economically deprived youth who commit the
lion’s share of crime. It is clearly in business’
interest to address the causes of violent crime

and to reduce the opportunities for crime in its
communities. Business must begin at the local
level to contribute time, expertise, and/or funds
to community programs which promote self-
esteem, which emphasize the importance of
education, which offer cultural activities as
constructive alternatives to loitering, which
teach job skills and test-taking skills, and which
support disadvantaged parents as they cope
with the stresses of raising children in a de-
prived environment. It must encourage local
officials to repair inner-city decay, and na-
tional officials to enact legislation to curb vio-
lence. It must work diligently to supply quality
employment slots for disadvantaged youth with
the aptitude and commitment to learn on the
job. It must support such community-based
initiatives as Memphis’ Free the Children
project which helps the city’s minority under-
class attack its problems. With a realistic com-
mitment to reform rather than retribution and
to initiative rather than incarceration, business
can target direct action in specific areas to
help reduce specific crimes and fears.

Inaction can be dangerous and costly to individuals,
to businesses, and to our nation. The final report of
the National Violence Commission sums up the
necessity of meeting the challenge of crime and vio-
lence: “When in man’s long history other great
civilizations fell, it was less often from external
assault than from internal decay. .. .The greatness
and durability of most civilizations has been finally
determined by how they have responded to these
challenges from within. Ours will be no exception.”
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