


percent in a housing project widely regarded as
the worst in the city when a patrol officer
assigned to the area enlisted other city personnel
to help remove trash, clean streets, and fill pot-
holes. In Baltimore, crime rates dropped in a
housing project after police helped tenants orga-
nize watch groups and worked with 11 different
agencies to upgrade street lighting, trim shrub-
bery, repair roads and alleys, and build a play-
ground. Similar successes occurred in Los
Angeles and Houston.

Re-interpreting justice

The courts play a significant role in the nation’s
level of tolerance for disorder. Early justice in
America included habitual enforcement of
numerous laws against begging and indigence. In
the last half century, however, following the
Great Depression and World War 11, legislation
began to indicate a shift in public sentiment.
Reflecting both the nation’s reluctance to penal-
ize further those who were considered “down
and out” and its movement toward greater per-
sonal freedom, a spate of court rulings upheld the
rights of vagrants and loiterers, limited police
discretion, and restricted criminal investigations.

In 1972, the Supreme Court struck down an anti-
vagrancy statute in the case of Papachristou v.
City of Jacksonville; in 1983, it struck down an
identification requirement for loiterers in
California in the case of Kolender v. Lawson.
Lower courts followed suit. Aware of these rul-
ings, many state and local governments ceased
to enforce remaining statutes against panhan-
dling and other disturbances. While the judiciary
clearly fulfilled its role of preserving individual
rights and due process, by too often failing to
curb unruly or antisocial behavior, the unintend-
ed net effect of its rulings reduced public safety
and civility and increased public fear, urban
decay, and crime.

Now the tide appears to be turning. Without
doubt, victimization of the poor and other social

injustices require attention and redress. And indi-
vidual rights must be protected. But authorities
have begun to recognize that to ignore or to trivi-
alize the enormous social consequences of the
unlawful actions of street people or of neighbor-
hood toughs is a prescription for societal decline.
Conditions improve when civil disorder is not tol-
erated and when enforcement is supported by law.

New York City is a case in point. In 1990,
reversing a lower court ruling that labeled beg-
ging as a form of expression protected by the
First Amendment, the Second Circuit Court of
Appeals found that “deference to the alleged
individual rights of beggars and panhandlers [is
detrimental] to the common good” and permitted
New York’s Metropolitan Transit Authority to
enforce subway regulations. The effect was dra-
matic. According to experts in criminal justice
and cultural anthropology, “between 1990 and
the end of the first quarter of 1994, [subway]
robberies were cut by more than 52 percent and
all felonies by 46 percent.” Conditions above
ground also improved. Recognizing that making
New York City a safer, more decent place to live
is in the best interest of everyone, the city’s
Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani implemented a poli-
cy of reduced tolerance for even minor offenses.
The resulting drop in crime in 1994 was three to
six times greater than the national average.

In Los Angeles, two recent verdicts signal a sim-
ilar tendency. In October 1995, a Superior Court
Jury awarded $266,000 to neighbors of a proper-
ty whose owners were held responsible for the
actions of a street gang who rented the premises.
The year before, the city decided to fight gang
activity by implementing a court-ordered injunc-
tion that listed 19 restrictions. The strategy
appears to be working. While one annoyed gang
member complained that “You can’t spit on the
ground without getting a ticket,” a community
resident reported that “the difference [in the
neighborhood] is like night and day.” One
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resident who planned to move says that she will
now stay and remodel her home.

Despite evidence that crime rates decline when
order is maintained, some citizens believe that
enforcing the law in unruly neighborhoods is a
racially motivated strategy that unfairly targets
minorities. In fact, no group would benefit from
urban clean-up more than inner-city Americans.
Because violent crime rates in inner-city
enclaves tend to be much higher than in sur-
rounding cities, it is precisely those who live in
such environments whose lives are most fre-
quently ruined by lax enforcement and sentenc-
ing policies.

“If it is to be, it’s up to me”

But problem-oriented policing and more strin-
gent law enforcement by the courts are insuffi-
cient in themselves to cure urban disorder. The
ultimate solution to the problem of crime must
come from individuals within each community.
There is no magic formula, no sure-fire method,
no quick fix. The solution to urban disorder is
constant attention and continuous action on
many fronts. It is relentless pursuit of small
changes. It is realization that being passive
invites trouble. It is willingness to assume
responsibility. Above all, it is rededication to
the importance of self-help.

Indeed, understanding the relationship between
self-help and the future of children, a former
welfare recipient in Washington, D.C., helped to
form an organization that has turned a once-
drug-infested, decaying community into a model
of cleanliness and achievement. During the last
seven years, the organization has sent more than
800 children to college.

The corporate role

To increase the likelihood that personal efforts
will succeed, companies can help individuals to
help themselves in the following ways.
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* Volunteer to help develop a local criminal jus-
tice coordinating council to promote focus,
cooperation, and accountability among munic-
ipal law-enforcement agencies. Resolve to
intervene on behalf of neighborhoods and fol-
low up to learn if problems are corrected.

* Expand community programs by underwriting
the appearance of a sports or entertainment
celebrity.

* Support neighborhood associations with
equipment, manpower, or expertise.

* Adopt a school or a tutoring or mentoring pro-
gram.

» Make available law enforcement and security
professionals to teach methods of protection
and to help organize citizens watch groups.

* Emphasize the importance of communication.
Assist in the production of a neighbor list, a
city resource list, and a regular newsletter.

* Support political candidates and legislation
that will reclaim neighborhoods and encourage
entrepreneurship.

Curing the malignancy of disorder can be facilitated
by legislators who make laws, by judges who inter-
pret them, by police who enforce them, and by busi-
nesses that depend on them to enhance opportunity.
But, ultimately, order can be maintained only by
individuals who resolve to follow them.

Order, however, is not an end in itself. It is a conduit
to success. Just as we must focus not simply on treat-
ing illness but on fostering health, so we must main-
tain order not simply for the static goal of deterring
crime but for the positive goal of achieving progress.
It is from an orderly society that we are most likely
to reach a more perfect union.
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