FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS

By Howard K. Watkins  [Past-President Fresno County Bar Association.  This article originally appeared in The Fresno Bee and later in the American Bar Association's  Children's Rights Litigation Section Newsletter.]

Our country incarcerates nearly as many people as attend our colleges and universities and at a higher per person cost.  Much of our response to crime is spending more money locking up more people for longer sentences.  In the long run, it seems to me that there is a better way to invest some of our limited tax dollars to reduce crime.

Two sources provide strong evidence on how to stop much of our crime before it ever begins.  One can be found on the Internet at www.fightcrime.org and the other is to act on the information in the book, Ghosts from the Nursery: Tracing the Roots of Violence by co-authors Robin Karr-Morse and Meredith S. Wiley.  

The fight crime web site is sponsored by over 1,000 police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors, and crime survivors who are dedicated to preventing crime and violence by our youth.  Their evidence shows that having access to quality childcare and after school enrichment programs will do much to re-direct our at-risk youth from criminal conduct to being more constructive members of our community.

The book, Ghosts from the Nursery, talks about the critical importance of even earlier intervention.  Much like the impact Rachel Carson's book, Silent Spring had on raising environmental issues, Ghosts from the Nursery speaks to the need to address at-risk children from conception to age two if we want to significantly reduce crime, violence, delinquency, child abuse, and many other related social problems. 

The basic premise of this book is that the vast majority of people in prison and juvenile detention facilities, as well as those engaged in other anti-social activities, started on a path to those outcomes because of what happened to them from the day they were conceived until age two.

This well-written book synthesizes hundreds of research studies with anecdotal case histories to demonstrate the need for (and cost-benefit of) early education and intervention long before a child is ready for Headstart or kindergarten.  As the book explains, it is in the womb when most brain cells developed for a newborn.  A mother's use of drugs, alcohol, tobacco or the like can adversely affect this brain development.

From birth to age two, the child's brain cell wiring—the synapses and dendrites—and the foundation for the child's emotional development occurs.  A positive, nurturing home creates a significantly better adjusted child and future adult than does a home where an infant is subject to isolation, yelling, or hitting.  

As an attorney, I found the book both encouraging and discouraging.  Encouraging in that four well-funded programs could dramatically reduce crime and a myriad of related social problems.  Discouraging in that hundreds of billions of dollars currently spent every year to deal with such problems—after the fact—yield relatively poor results for the dollars spent.

The key areas needing increased funding include: 1) expanding access to family planning, so every pregnancy is a wanted pregnancy; 2) ensuring pregnant women receive proper pre-natal care; 3) expanding the use of public health nurses and trained home visitors to educate and provide appropriate referrals for a newborn's parents who may need to learn parenting skills, receive counseling, participate in drug treatment, or other helpful services; and, 4) increasing the availability of affordable, quality childcare and after school enrichment programs. 

While these interventions will cost additional money, it will be an investment that will save several times over the amount of tax dollars that otherwise will be needed to arrest, bring to trial, and incarcerate hundreds of thousands of persons every year, and to deal with out-of-control children in our community and schools.  More importantly, expanding these programs will result in reducing the amount of crime and thereby reducing the number of victims of crime.  Additionally, many more people would become tax dollar producers instead of tax dollar consumers. 

I encourage all who are interested in this issue to take the time to visit the Fight Crime web site and to read Ghosts from the Nursery. Use this information to educate our policy makers and elected officials, especially on the federal and state levels, on the need to re-direct some of our tax dollars to a far more effective approach in addressing the causes of crime and the many other related issues.  This does not mean that we stop arresting and prosecuting criminals.  People who violate the law need to be held accountable for their actions.  However, we can ill afford inaction on the root causes of crime. 

[The author can be contacted at watkins3@comcast.net]
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