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In fighting gun violence, we can learn from Boston
David R. Cameron

There was some good news in the recently-released crime statistics for New Haven for the first six months of the year.  Compared with last year, there were slightly fewer homicides, rapes, robberies, aggravated assaults, and car thefts and significantly fewer larcenies. Overall, crime was down about 10 per cent.

But gun violence is still out of control in New Haven.  While there were only seven homicides in the first half of the year, six of them occurred in June.  And the number of non-fatal shootings jumped by nearly 50 per cent.  On July 1, three more people were shot -- one of them a 9-year-old boy inside his home, the victim of a stray bullet fired from outside.

After two 13-year-olds, Jajuana Cole and Justus Suggs, were killed last summer in separate shootings, the city pursued a variety of measures to combat the alarming increase in gun violence.  The Police Department’s ID-NET mobile unit was disbanded and its members returned to the police districts.  Several officers were added to the gun interdiction unit and patrols were beefed up in the areas with the greatest number of homicides and shootings.

Until June, those efforts appeared to be paying off.  But the six homicides in June, and the substantial increase in non-fatal shootings in the first half of the year, make it clear that, despite the organizational changes in policing, gun violence is still a serious problem.  
This summer the city has introduced a street outreach program modeled on one that’s been successful in Providence, a jobs program, an open schools program, and mentoring programs.  In September, 27 new officers will enter the force and another class will be recruited next April.
Perhaps the new programs and additional officers, combined with the steps already taken,  will stem the rising tide of gun violence.  But the city would do well to consider the lessons suggested by Boston’s recent success in combatting gun violence.
As in New Haven, overall crime in Boston was down in the first half of the year compared with last year.  As in New Haven, there was a slight decrease in the number of homicides, rapes, aggravated assaults, robberies, and burglaries.  But unlike the situation in New Haven, the number of non-fatal shootings in Boston dropped by 31 per cent in the first six months of the year.  In June, the number of such shootings was 40 per cent lower than last June.
One contributing factor may have been the very successful gun buyback program Boston ran last summer.  Funded by private donations but well-publicized by the city and local media, the program provided a $200 gift certificate for each gun turned in, no questions asked.  It ran for two months and took in more than a thousand guns.

New Haven ran a gun buyback program for two weeks in December and is about to introduce another one.  The new program should be modeled on Boston’s – meaning it should be well publicized and should run for a couple of months.
No less important in contributing to the dramatic decrease in non-fatal shootings in Boston were several innovations introduced by Edward Davis, who took over as police commissioner in December.
He introduced a new computerized crime-tracking and mapping effort and placed greater emphasis on community policing.  An important aspect of the latter was a new program of walking beats in the most violent neighborhoods of the city.
Taking a leaf from the Boston playbook, the police should create a database on shootings that can be disaggregated on a daily and street-by-street basis to identify areas that need intensive patrolling.
Patrols should include walking beats, not just squad cars driving through intermittently, in neighborhoods that have the greatest amount of gun violence.  
The police should also continue to monitor at-risk youth and others who have ready access to guns.
Meanwhile, the community should be put back in community policing by increased contact and cooperation between the police and neighborhood groups and management teams in order to identify potential trouble spots.
If Boston can reduce non-fatal shootings by 30 to 40 per cent, New Haven shouldn’t have to tolerate a 50 per cent increase.
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