


Rural Crime

Increases Hit Previously Untouched Areas

Recent increases in crime have exerted a
surprisingly strong impact on a previously un-
affected area — rural America. Although this
trend reflects some increase in violent crime,
it indicates dramatic growth in property crimes
at rates that far surpass those in cities and
suburban areas.

According to FBI statistics, crimes in rural
areas of the United States rose 131 percent
during the 1970s. The increase is attributed
to several causes, including fundamental
changes in farm life.

One problem is that many farms and rural
homes are left unoccupied for long periods of
time. The trend toward two-paycheck families
has meant that more farm wives have taken
outside jobs, leaving their homes empty during
the day.

Many farms are also left unguarded for long
periods of time because the decline of small
family farms means that an owner may live
miles from much of his land and is unable to
protect it effectively.

The problem is compounded by urban resi-
dents who build country homes that are
infrequently used. These may be expensively
furnished, making them attractive targets for
theft. In addition, these part time country
residents have attracted new businesses and
fast food outlets, which provide another theft
target.

Ironically, while the relative isolation of rural
areas makes them vulnerable to theft and
vandalism, greater access also poses hazards.
As expressways extend further in rural sec-
tions, criminals have easier means of entering
and escaping. Law enforcement officials be-
lieve that many rural crimes are committed by
urban criminals who use super-highways to
escape quickly.

Popular targets of rural theft range from farm
equipment to produce. Theft of heavy machin-
ery valued at up to $100,000 has reached
epidemic proportions in some areas. Thefts
of citrus fruit, avocados, hay and cattle have
become almost commonplace on the West
Coast.

Efforts to combat such crimes are often hin-
dered by farmers’ reluctance to contact local
authorities and by the authorities’ limited
manpower. Traditionally, rural residents have
been hesitant to report trouble to local law
enforcement agencies. When they do report
crimes, the response may not be completely
effective. Budget cutbacks have reduced the
already limited staffs of many state police and
sheriffs’ departments. In some areas, two
deputies are responsible for patrolling several
hundred square miles. Obviously, such spread-
out assignments greatly increase response time
and decrease effectiveness.

To increase their effectiveness, many rural
departments are urging citizens to be more
alert to suspicious activities and to report them
promptly. Residents are also encouraged to
place identification numbers on their property
and install and use locks and burglar alarms.
Some sheriffs’ departments are also supple-
menting their patrol forces with local
volunteers.

The growth of crime in rural areas indicates that no
section of the country is completely safe. Residents
in every area, particularly businessmen, cannot afford
to assume that crime will not touch them. They
should be aware of the local crime rate and should
know what steps are being taken to reduce it. Because
crime poses a double threat — to homes and businesses
— for executives, it should also be of special concern
to them. As budget cuts bring reductions in public
employees, businessmen, both rural and urban, must
be sure that their police protection is not diminished,
and must be willing to pay the cost of effective
protection.
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High Level Dishonesty

Manager Drains Company Profits

At many companies, employees who occupy
positions of great responsibility and trust usu-
ally have been with their employer for many
years. However, longevity does not necessarily
guarantee honesty, as the management of a
large lumber company learned. The company
lost more than $200,000 due to thefts com-
mitted by its quality control manager, who had
been with the company for almost 30 years.

During his four years of stealing, the manager
took advantage of his position in the company
warehouse. The warehouse received finished
pieces of lumber and lumber products from
the company’s mill and shipped them to cus-
tomers and distribution outlets. Damaged or
unsatisfactory goods were sold for scrap. The
manager was authorized to designate which
items were scrap, a power which provided an
ideal opportunity for theft.

In his most simple method of theft, the man-
ager would divert salable lumber to the scrap
yard. He then could purchase it for a fraction
of the market price. The manager increased
his illegal profits by offering friends “cut-rate”
products. He would divert whatever they
needed to the scrap yard and collect a fee after
they had made their discount purchases.

In addition to inadvertently providing the
manager with cut-rate lumber, the company
also frequently supplied the means of trans-
porting it. Company trucks carried lumber to
his home for use in numerous personal projects.
Employees who drove the trucks were on
company time and all expenses were paid by
the company. The manager occasionally
“tipped” employees who made these special
trips by giving them some choice lumber.

As an undercover investigation subsequently
revealed, the manager eventually decided to
sell stolen goods on a more sophisticated level.

He set up a businessusing his son and a friend

as owners and got tax and employee identi-
fication numbers for the firm. He then used
his business to sell stolen lumber. Not all
transactions involved cash — the manager
arranged with one customer to trade some
lumber for a tractor. The tractor, in turn, was
stolen from the customer’s employer.

When the investigation uncovered the extent
of losses created by the manager, the lumber
company was forced to evaluate and revamp
many of its procedures. The company’s lack
of controls had enabled the manager to freely
classify good merchandise as scrap and pur-
chase it for his own use. Instituting carefully
structured procedures for obtaining authori-
zation and for verifying such classifications
would reduce the likelihood of such losses in
the future.

As this company discovered, an employee’s position
and tenure do not necessarily assure his honesty. 1t is
up to the company to verify this through such means
as pre-employment screening, periodic post-
employment checks and implementation of effective
controls. Even in situations where one dishonest
employee is the primary source of losses, other em-
ployees can and will become involved. This creates a
climate of dishonesty that increases the company’s
vulnerability. Management must prevent this.
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