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EDITORIALS : Talking about crime
Yes, but how do we fight it?
WHAT DO YOU do when you have a crime problem in the state’s largest city? Why, you hold a meeting, of course. Invite pols and social workers and city directors and police types. Have coffee and Co-colas. And have the meeting at the Chamber of Commerce building! That’ll get the attention of all the dope dealers out there!
   Those are a cynic’s first sarcastic thoughts on walking into the Law Enforcement Summit in Little Rock the other day. After the door shut behind us at the CofC, we took a deep breath, straightened our tie, and walked toward what would surely be a mix of rich white male "public servants" and maybe a few rumpled-shirt academics who would blather about the need for still another government program, and, inevitably, More Parental Involvement. And less TV. Yes, this calls for immediate discussion!
   What we walked into, however, was a meeting that inspired what we hope will be quite a few editorials about how to fight Crime in the City. We know, we know. The most depressing four words in journalism are "First In A Series." Usually such articles should be accompanied with a warning to subscribers: Do Not Read. For Contest Purposes Only.
   But this meeting deserves attention. It wasn’t what we expected, thank heavens. There was passion here. There was concern. One emotional lady almost wept. There were promises made by officials that this would not be Just Another Meeting.
   We’re going to hold them to that. That’s why we propose to continue talking about this subject. So should the rest of Little Rock.
   The forum was sponsored by the Center for Healing Hearts and Minds, founded by Mrs. Joyce Raynor, who lost a son to violent crime on January 5 th, 2001. We get the definite feeling after talking to her that if the public servants at her meeting felt they’d completed their duty by attending, they’ve got another think coming, and probably a visit from Mrs. Raynor, too.
   Is there anything that can be done about this growing menace? Although Little Rock hasn’t seen 70-plus murders in a year since the early-to-mid-1990s, the trend is unsettling: In 2001, the state’s capital saw 32 murders. In 2002, the number climbed to 40. Last year there were 50. This is not good.
   In the first three weeks of this year, there have already been four homicides. Do the arithmetic, and the city will be approaching 70 murders again come Christmas. Happy New Year!
   Police say most of the crime is of the black-on-black variety. And the folks at this meeting weren’t too politically correct to say so. Loudly. Passionately. Something has to change. We can’t just sit around in meeting after meeting and talk. We have to do something.
   Some of the ideas they talked about aren’t new: Reserve jail space for violent criminals—don’t use expensive bed space to dry out the weekend drunks. The community needs more role models. Spend more time, and resources—read money—on prevention instead of punishment. The media are to blame. And so doggedly on.
   But no matter the speaker, no matter the speaker’s line of work, no matter the idea, we noticed that two things kept coming up, again and again: (1) Faith.
   (2) Education.
   Someone said that drugs are driving most of the crime in Little Rock. Everybody else nodded in agreement. So what’s successful at fighting drugs?
   (1) Faith.
   (2) Education.
   In the president’s State of the Union address this year, he mentioned—againhow important faith-based services are to the nation.
   —A fifth of America’s young people may go hungry tonight. Faith-based organizations feed the hungry.
   —According to White House numbers, 22 million Americans had a substance abuse problem last year. Faithbased organizations give people hope, give people direction, and give people a reason to stay off the booze or drugs. (It’s no coincidence that members of Alcoholics Anonymous are often compared to religious converts.)
   —Churches and other religious organizations were helping people in need long before the U.S. government got into the act. Churches and other religious organizations have been helping people in need long before there was a U.S. government.
   So if there is a single social institution that would prevent black-on-black crime, what would it be? We nominate a revival of the once vibrant black church. This we believe. And such a revival would serve a lot more purposes than crime prevention. The same institution that birthed and nursed the civil rights movement in this country can now protect the most basic of civil rights: life, liberty, property. . . . None of those are secure in a society at the mercy of thugs and druggies.
   AS FAR AS education goes, folks, a lot of us are trying. The governor is trying. The state Supreme Court is trying. Okay, the Ledge hasn’t been trying hard enough, but that’s today. No telling how opinions will change once the Supreme Court’s special master starts mulling over the advantage of having maybe one school district per county.
   The Supreme Court’s two-by-four may finally have got even the Ledge’s attention. That can’t be a bad thing.
   We get the feeling thatone way or the other—education will improve in Arkansas. Yes, rural superintendents, tongue-twisted lawmakers, and lobbyists holding leashes may have to be pulled kicking, screaming and suing into the 21 st Century, but we still get the feeling that education will be better 10 years from now.
   No, education won’t end drug abuse on its own—there are lots of educated addicts and alcoholics—but it can help. In a big way. An educated person is less likely to need crack to give him happiness and hope for the future. That, too, we believe.
   But what will these folks who were at Mrs. Raynor’s meeting actually do?
   What will Attorney General Mike Beebe do?
   What will Sheriff Randy Johnson do?
   What will Chief Lawrence Johnson do?
   What will the preachers do? The social workers? This newspaper? What will we all do?
   And what about those who weren’t in attendance? The governor? The mayor? What will the senators and representatives up in Washington do?
   Enough talk.
   IT’S TIME for the preachers to devote next Sunday’s sermon to drugs—and to black-on-black crime, and community policing, and getting involved in your neighborhood. One of the big reasons Little Rock overcame its last crime wave was because lots of Concerned Citizens formed lots of neighborhood associations. Familiarity breeds safety. Those fighting crime in Little Rock have a lot of allies out here; we just have to get to know one another, and band together.
   It’s time to give the next generation some hope, and preparation, and a good example.
   It’s time to take to the streets, or at least call the police when you see a drug dealer tooling down your street in his car.
   Mrs. Joyce Raynor has drawn attention to the problem, and started the conversation.
   Let’s all join in.
   And start doing things, too.
   If we do, the difference may be noticeable—on the obituary pages—by the time January of 2005 rolls around. Because more of us will still be here to see it. 
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