September 10, 2009 : CJ Plenary

Latinos & Crime
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Over 35 service providers attended this first event of Creciendo Juntos  (CJ) 2009-10 plenary season.  
Among attendees were Father Edwin Montanez, Church of the Incarnation, Pastor Daniel Bannister, Iglesia Fuente de Vida, Pastors Rich and Judy Hubbard, Palabra de Fe, four police officers, a UVA pediatrician and two of her students, and staff from community and government agencies serving the Latino community.

Dilcia Colindres, CJ Chair, welcomed everyone, recommended  they make use of the numerous written resources made available at CJ plenaries, and turned the event over to its facilitator Linda Hemby, CJ Executive Committee member, Southwood community advocate, and ACDSS employee.

Hemby introduced Lt. James Bond, a 30 year law enforcement veteran, who has served Albemarle County Police Department since its creation in July 1984 and is one of only two remaining original ACPD staff still on active duty.  Presently he is the agency’s Dayshift Patrol Division Commander and is actively involved in quality of life issues in the community.  He is also the head of several bagpipe bands.
Hemby mentioned that while crime is an issue in Latino communities, both locally and nationally, there are many misconceptions about its nature and frequency.  She suggested everyone consult the reference sheet prepared for this plenary, containing web links to new studies about Latinos & Crime that found:  immigrants are less likely to commit crimes than the native-born; foreign-born Mexicans, Salvadorans and Guatemalans - who make up the majority of undocumented immigrants and tend to be the least educated - all have lower incarceration rates than any other Latino groups; and that neighborhoods with a high concentration of immigrants are safer.
Hemby pointed out that today’s discussion of Latinos & Crime would focus on Southwood where Lt. Bond has worked for 25 years and where he began and heads a Neighborhood Watch group.

Lt. Bond surprised many when he took the floor and in Spanish welcomed everyone, introduced himself, and shared his interest in learning Spanish.

Lt. Bond expressed much enthusiasm about working with immigrants and the local Latino population and said he is fascinated with Latino culture.

His concept of policing is based on the British system where “police are the people – people are the police.  Police should be friends of residents.  Their mindset should be about goodwill and to improve the quality of life in the community.  Their thrust should be making the community better as guardians of people’s rights.

Lt. Bond said that 25 years ago, Southwood’s population was predominately white and black; there were very few Latinos.

The number of calls to the police are “about the same.”
Lt. Bond mentioned that ACPD is working with ACDSS and Habitat to make Southwood a safe place to live and that all agree what is needed is a shared agreement among residents to not allow inappropriate behavior.  Lt. Bond is optimistic about improving conditions in Southwood adding, “if we can succeed in Southwood, we can succeed everywhere.

He acknowledged recent feedback from Southwood residents and community activists: security in the neighborhood has improved and is continuing to improve.
While Lt. Bond believes the roots of crime lie in poverty, he pointed out the paradox that there is more crime in the wealthy Glenmore neighborhood, “where kids prey on their neighbors,” than in Southwood.

In general, Lt. Bond believes the greatest problem in the Latino community is alcohol and to a lesser extent, substance abuse.

The predominance of calls to the police from Southwood are animal control issues:  barking and loose cats and dogs.  There is domestic violence but based upon the calls received, the ACPD does not view it as widespread in the trailer park where they track domestic violence by repeated calls from or about the same household related to noise complaints and disorderly conduct.

Community policing is the technique being used by the ACPD to improve security in Southwood.  Some examples include:

An August 2008 focus group with residents to identify issues that concern them:  10 problems were identified and almost matched statistical data compiled by the police:  loud music, animals, reckless driving, boisterous behavior, domestic disturbances, urinating in public, etc.  Based upon information presented during the focus group, the ACPD conducted several operations in Southwood.

In February 2009, ACPD established a Neighborhood Watch group:  half of the residents attending the first meeting were Latinos.  There have been four meetings and with each, there has been an increase in the attendance of Latinos.  During the most recent meeting in August 2009, there was a pot luck and entertainment provided by the police bagpipe band, K-9 dogs, and underwater experts.  Between 75 and 100 residents attended. “The Southwood Neighborhood Watch is the most attended in the whole county.”

Lt. Bond holds monthly meetings with Habitat and their Southwood resident manager to share information and discuss strategies.

The enforcement program in Southwood is based on reports from residents that address specific problems.  “We want to make it clear that it is not our job, and we’re not interested in whether or not people are documented.”
Lt. Bond said that Latinos are inconsistent in reporting crime and called upon service providers to encourage their Latino clients to contact the police to report problems.”  Residents can report crimes by phone or by a written report they deposit anonymously in the Southwood office.  “To qualm resident’s fears of reprisals, we show up in unmarked cars.”
Lt. Bond briefly addressed a database being designed to store statistical information that will help the ACPD identify problems and their solutions.

Re responses to perpetuators of violence or who possess weapons, Lt. Bond said, “Habitat, the ACPD, and the Attorney’s office have an agreement that such residents will be removed.”

In response to questions

Lt. Bond indicated that the ACPD does not stop Latinos on the road unless there is a problem, and will not turn Latinos over to INS unless the person is involved in a criminal issue. “We’ve made a mistake or two in the past but we learned from them and are careful to investigate whether a person has a civil or criminal warrant before turning him over to INS.”

Lt. Bond said that Neighborhood Watch groups can happened elsewhere and “I would hope, for example, that there are residents at Autumn Hill who care enough to start and participate in reporting and controlling crime.

When asked again about turning over undocumented Latinos to the INS, he reiterated that his agency is very sensitive to distinguish between a civil (i.e. detention order) and criminal warrant and only takes action if there is a criminal warrant.  Lt. Bond referred to ACPD policy that can be found at this link:  http://www.cj-network.org/cjimmrights/docs_2008/ACPDPolicyImmigrants.doc  

Re what kinds of police problems exist in Southwood, Lt. Bond repeated:  drinking/being drunk in public, an occasional fight, reckless driving and domestic violence.

Many expressed concern about the police using children as interpreters.  Lt. Bond agreed that this should not happen but said, “if there is violence or drugs or weapons in the household, sometimes the child is the only one who can help defuse such a tense situation that otherwise could put someone’s life in danger.

If a police agent encounters someone who doesn’t speak English, s/he can call the UVA language line.  There are also three bilingual/bicultural officers at ACPD:  detective Eliza Espinosa and agent Jery Shank, both Mexican-Americans, and agent Carlos Valladares, who is Salvadoran and was present at the plenary.  Lt. Bond indicated that the ACPD is providing cultural sensitivity trainings and that many officers like him are taking Spanish classes.
When asked if he thinks there will be an increase in reports from Southwood due to the improved relationship between residents and the police, Lt. Bond replied, “I hope so.”

Several participants expressed the need for programs to help men learn how to behave in front of women.  “There’s a great need to educate people about laws and what is acceptable behavior.” Hemby advised them that a previous CJ bulletin featured an article about Virginia Beach churches that are helping Latino men deal with their machismo.  A USA Today article about this is located at http://www.usatoday.com/news/religion/2009-09-24-hispanic-machismo-church_N.htm 
Hemby thanked Lt. Bond and recognized that there is much to be impressed about the ACPD with respect to its interest in the Latino community.  She encouraged participants to call upon ACPD, specifically Todd Hopwood, to invite agents to their offices, churches, and to Latino communities where they work, to talk about the importance of reporting problems, to debunk stereotypes about the police, and to help Latinos understand laws and consequences.

Colindres thanked Lt. Bond and everyone in attendance and adjourned the plenary.

For a Spanish language Nuevas Raices article on the September 2009 plenary, visit 
http://www.cj-network.org/cjlatarea/docs_2009/ArticleBond.doc 

Online references re Latinos and crime can be found at:

Hispanics and the Criminal Justice System: Low Confidence, High Exposure (April 2009). http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=106 
Setting the Record Straight on Immigrants and Crime (September 2008) http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/images/File/factcheck/SettingtheRecordStraightonImmigrantsandCrime9-10-08.pdf 
Gang Wars: The Failure of Enforcement Tactics and the Need for Effective Public Safety Strategies. (July 2007) http://www.justicepolicy.org/reports_jl/7-10-07_gangs/report.htm
The Myth of Immigrant Criminality and the Paradox of Assimilation: Incarceration Rates among Native and Foreign-Born Men (Spring 2007) http://www.ailf.org/ipc/special_report/sr_022107.pdf 
Less crime in immigrant neighborhoods (2006)
http://www.cj-network.org/cjmyths/lesscrime.doc
