


the children filled the schools. According to a
study by one of the nation’s premier crim-
inologists, they filled the jails as well. In a
study of a 1945 birth cohort of 10,000 males,
more than one-third of them had been ar-
rested by age 18. Most of these subsequently
abandoned their crime careers, but a small
group (one-sixteenth of the total) con-
tinued to commit crimes unabated. This
miniscule group was responsible for two-
thirds of the violent crime, and virtually all of
the murders.

This “baby boom’ group is significant for a
number of reasons. First, it is large. Second,
there is the propensity of the group to be
involved in criminal activity (more than
one-third). A third reason of significance is
the importance this huge group represented to
the nation’s economy. More and more activi-
ties were geared to the young, and getting
them out of the home at increasingly early
ages. This moved children away from tradi-
tional influences of the family, and straight
under the spell of peer groups.

It has long been the young who are most re-
sponsible for crime — more than half of all
crime is committed by those under 25. And
this particular young generation — big,
crime-prone and removed from familial
crime deterrents — pushed crime to unprece-
dented levels. But now this group has reached
the age of abandoning the criminal path, and
we are told that these 1981 figures are the
herald of a new and crime-free age.

The 1977 figures heralded the same thing,
and crime has risen by 22 percent since then.
Obviously, the “baby boom’” and the chang-
ing influence of the family aren’t the only
factors affecting our crime rates, and may not
be even the most significant.

Any discussion of crime must deal with drug
abuse. Most drugs distort perception and/or
behavior patterns. The possibility of crime
being committed under the influence of a
drug is a real one. Addiction to a drug often
forces the addict to commit criminal acts to
finance the drugs. Theft, burglary and rob-
bery are frequently committed by addicts.
Pimping, prostitution, gambling and pushing
drugs are other user-favorites, and these have
the further curse of criminalizing the junkie’s
clientele.

Economics is a major factor in crime. Need
causes crime — not only property crimes,
either. In 1933, during the depths of the
Great Depression, when the President of the
United States ordered the closing of all the
banks in the land, and things looked the
bleakest, murder reached a level which would
not be seen again until well into the 1960’s,
and this carnage continued unabated until a
murderous peak was reached in 1974 — a year
of Watergate, of an Arab oil embargo, of a na-
tion torn over the question of Vietnam draft
evaders, and the Dow-Jones Industrial Aver-
age slipping to a recent historical low re-
flecting economic hard times.

The remaining discussion of influences on
crime rates — law enforcement issues, sen-
tencing problems and inadequate penal insti-
tutions — are often grouped together under
the heading of the Criminal Justice
System. Our police agencies are simply
overwhelmed. Fewer than one-fifth of re-
ported crimes are cleared (offender taken into
custody and made available for prosecution).
The Justice Department further estimates that
for each serious crime that is reported, two
crimes go unreported. Police action on many
property crimes consists of filing a report to
justify an insurance claim or tax loss.
(Continued on next page)
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Police departments throughout the country
are facing higher crime rates, with increasingly
fewer personnel. New York has about 50 per-
cent fewer policemen today than 24 years
ago; yet they must deal with considerably
greater crime problems. Continuing budget
struggles cast serious doubt whether depart-
ments will be able to add any police, much
less a number adequate to provide levels
of performance equal to that of the past.

This brings us to the second of our Criminal
Justice System stumbling blocks — the courts.
Throughout the country, it is the rule, not the
exception, for a single felony disposition to
entail 15 to 20 court appearances and the
better part of a year. Prosecutors must
“horse-trade’ to maintain backlogs at meas-
urable dimensions. This plea bargaining
shortchanges the public in two ways — it

is denied the right to judge the accused. And
secondly, the accused usually receives a more
favorable sentence than would have been
meted out through the courts. It is society
which pays the price for this rapid return to
the streets by the criminal.

Often the convicted offender is sentenced to
a prison term. Unfortunately, there just isn’t
the room. Roughly three-quarters of our
states are anticipating or dealing with court
orders demanding remedy of conditions in
prisons. The median cost for maintaining each
prisoner in United States federal institutions
exceeds $25,000 per year, and is headed
upward. With a prison population of more
than a third-of-a-million, one can see how
expensive this is.

This dichotomy — the need for change versus
the lack of resources to effect the change — is
a major issue. That change is needed is unde-
niable — our elderly citizens are as fearful of
crime as their health or economic security;
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muggers and prostitutes no longer confine
their illegitimate activities only to inner city
streets but instead follow their clientele in the
flight to the suburbs. ““‘Safe’” enclaves within
the city no longer exist — Beekman Place and
Nob Hill, or South Bronx and the Tenderloin
— crime is everywhere, and we are terrified.

And with good reason. There are 80 million

households in this country, and over 41 mil-
lion will be touched by crime this year un-
less there is a turnaround of unexpected pro-
portion.

The “baby boom’kids, following predictable patterns,
are beginning to drop out of the crime picture. Many,
however, remain criminally active, and as they ma-
ture, the nature of their crime becomes more violent.
Perhaps it is this which the emphasis-shift of the
crime patterns is reflecting. Drugs remain a factor,
and a shift to harder drugs-of-choice would tend to
make crimes in support of a drug habit more violent.
The economy remains stagnant, increasing our dis-
content, and its effect on crime. Fven if we had the
solution to our criminal justice system problems, ap-
prehension, adjudication and correction, it would
take an entire generation, perhaps, to make the whole-
sale changes we all desire.

We can ill afford to relax our vigilance now, or
abandon the measures that have been introduced to
get this far. We must not celebrate what might prove,
in time, to be merely a fleeting instance of hope or a
short-lived mirage.
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