Coalition’s gathering at Capitol focuses on black-on-black crime

BY L. LAMOR WILLIAMS ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

While black people make up only 12 percent of the U.S. population, they account for 45 percent of all murder victims, and 91 percent of those murdered were killed by other blacks. The Black-on-Black Crime Coalition wants to reverse that trend, it said Wednesday.

To that aim, the group announced at the state Capitol in Little Rock the beginning of the Black-on-Black Crime Summit, which started with a legislative public hearing Wednesday and is scheduled to end Sunday with a community block party.

The group seeks to develop long-term solutions to preventing black-on-black crime, coalition members said. Attending the announcement were city, county and state elected officials and law enforcement officers.

Jeff Henderson, who’s worked as executive chef at such Las Vegas cornerstones as the Bellagio Hotel and Casino and Caesar’s Palace, planned to talk frankly with young people at a youth and parent forum Wednesday night. The title of his book, Cooked: From the Streets to the Stove, from Cocaine to Foie Gras, is self-explanatory.

“I played a major role in contributing to black-on-black crime in the [19]80s. I sold crack-cocaine,” Henderson said. “I spent 10 years in prison. For the rest of my life no doubt, I will be fixing my wrongs. I’m doing my part. I’m here to heighten awareness of blackon-black crime.”

State Sen.-Elect Joyce Elliott, a member of the coalition, said the conference represents a renewed partnership between community groups and government.

“We certainly do have the gavel of legislation on our side and we can lower that gavel to make a difference,” Elliott said. “Legislation has been too reactive and too lacking. When we were in the phase of rampant gang activity, we overreacted with legislation to punish but not pre-empt the need to be in a gang.”

Elliott said education in schools and the penal system - for instance teaching job skills or providing more degree programs - will be the key to reversing the trends.

“We have to look at how we can use education as an antidote or a vaccination against blackon-black crime,” she said.

The group’s executive director, Joyce Raynor, said the event is free to the public and made possible through a legislative appropriation of $85,000 from the Edward Byrne Discretionary Grant. The appropriation was sponsored by U.S. Sen. Blanche Lincoln, D-Ark.

Raynor said the money allows all events to be free to the public.

“We’ve done similar events on a smaller scale, but we wanted to bring in the masses,” Raynor said.

Registration begins at 8 a.m. today for a day-long workshop at the Wyndham Riverfont-Little Rock in North Little Rock. The workshop begins at 10 a.m. and presenters will address how black-on-black crime is affecting health and health care, the legal system and economic justice.
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