
































government were facing cuts.” Much of this increase
stemmed from the extra personnel needed to enforce laws
against quality-of-life offenses and to process low-level
offenders. However, the zero tolerance approach does not
have to drain a jurisdiction’s coffers. Cities unable to
increase police funding can implement a limited zero
tolerance policy by targeting high-crime areas and specific
quality-of-life offenses. Cash-strapped Washington, DC,
for example, redeployed approximately 300 officers, many
from desk jobs or special units, to crack

Such complaints would be no surprise to Wilson and
Kelling. When developing their theory of “Broken
Windows,” Wilson and Kelling recognized that in aggres-
sively maintaining order, police may overstep the bounds
of their authority. Neighborhood standards for conduct
are not codified in existing law and asking the police to
enforce such rules puts them at the nexus of sticky issues
like individual rights and civil liberties. Moreover, the
authors were concerned that community standards might
become a code word for punishing individuals

down on petty violations in high-crime

who, because of their age, income, race, or

areas as part of a new “zero tolerance”
anti-crime initiative.”

The zero tolerance approach also places
a significant burden on judicial and
penal systems because it brings more
people into court and jail. Arrests and
quality-of-life summonses skyrocketed
in New York City following the estab-
lishment of the policy, producing

mounds of paperwork for both the

Neighborhood standards
for conduct are not
codified in existing law
and asking the police to
enforce such rules puts
them at the nexus of sticky
issues like individual
rights and civil liberties.

other factors, were considered undesirable.
Wilson and Kelling asked, “How do we ensure
in short that the police do not become the
agents of neighborhood bigotry?”# In re-
sponse, the authors suggested that the “selec-
tion, training, and supervision” of police
officers be used as a mechanism for keeping
police from going beyond the limits of their
discretionary authority. “The police exist to

help regulate behavior, not to maintain the

police department and the courts.”

While proponents of zero tolerance argue that petty
offenders need only be jailed for a few days, the policy still
places additional strain on the country’s overburdened
prison systems. Judges and prosecutors are busy with
many seemingly more important cases, making it difficult
to sustain their interest in cases that arise from quality-of-
life arrests.” This can be especially problematic for
governments under serious budget constraints.

Unfortunately, when police “get tough on crime” they may

also get too tough on citizens. In New York City, critics
warn of a new aggressiveness within the NYPD. In the
first six months of 1995, overall citizen complaints against
the NYPD increased dramatically, with a majority of the
complaints coming from African-Americans and Latinos,
according to the Civilian Complaint Review Board, a
citizens’ group that monitors police abuses.® The NYPD
argues that the creation of the civilian review board was
bound to increase complaints because it encourages
people to lodge their grievances with an organization
outside of the police department. NYPD officials also
contend that increasing the size of the force meant putting
more officers out on the street, inevitably giving rise to
more complaints.
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racial or ethnic purity of a neighborhood,”
Wilson and Kelling stated.®

In an effort to reduce police corruption and improve
officer accountability, the NYPD has improved the selec-
tion, training, and supervision of its officers. By raising
the minimum age required to become an officer from 20 to
22 and requiring that recruits have 60 college credit-hours
or military service, the NYPD has attracted applicants who
are more mature and character-tested than in the past. The
department has also implemented a tougher training
program. Rookies now spend nine months in police
academy, instead of six, and their coursework focuses on
ethics and integrity. Once in the field, today’s officers are
given more discretion in their neighborhoods than were
their predecessors were but are also held strictly account-
able for their results.8

There are a number of benefits, in addition to crime
reduction, associated with the zero tolerance policy.
Arresting criminals, whether serious offenders or minor
law breakers, provides police with tangible results for
their efforts. The NYPD, for example, experienced a
significant boost in officer morale following the implemen-
tation of its new strategy. A corresponding benefit is
reduced police corruption. In an environment where all
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crimes are considered intolerable, police officers, like
criminals, are less likely to try to bend the rules. Accord-
ing to Lenny Alcivar, director

of press operations for the

NYPD, “The toleration of As crime decreases and a
minor crimes produced sense of order takes hold,
corruption which then fed people are more likely to

back to the streets, encourag-
ing other illegal activity. If an
officer can ignore a drug deal,

venture outside and
gather in public spaces.

he can also benefit from it.”’%

As mentioned previously, zero

tolerance can sometimes lead to police brutality and
harassment, as well as poor community-police relations.
However, the approach can also increase community
confidence in the police, particularly among people who
see the benefits of reduced crime without experiencing
police harassment themselves. In New York City, for
example, community confidence in police service is rising.
A 1996 poll released by Quinnipiac College in Hamden,
Connecticut, showed that two-thirds of New Yorkers view
their police department favorably.®

Crime can have a devastating effect on a city’s tourism
industry. Tourism dropped dramatically in Miami after a
string of tourist killings in 1993 tarnished the city’s image
as a tourist mecca. Conversely, reducing crime can have a
positive effect on tourism. If out-of-towners perceive a
place as “safe,” they are likely to stay longer and spend
more money. In New York, the drop in crime has helped
the “Big Apple” attract even more visitors than usual.
According to Steven Morello, president of the New York
Convention and Visitors Bureau, tourism is rising at more
than 10 percent per year and the reduced crime figures
“will be prominent in our [New York City’s] marketing
efforts.”®

Observers of zero tolerance assert that the policy encour-
ages increased public interaction. As crime decreases and
a sense of order takes hold, people are more likely to
venture outside and gather in public spaces. This can be
particularly beneficial for businesses and other places
which rely on foot traffic and general activity for revenue.
For example, the New York City subway has benefited
from reduced crime. According to city officials, the
decline in crime has increased ridership by 3.5 million
passengers.?
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Another important consideration for cities contemplating
zero tolerance is whether the policy can muster enough
support from political leaders, the police department, and
citizens to be successfully implemented. With regard to
political leaders, their support is predicated on the
-political boon of crime reduction. If zero tolerance reduces
crime, such as in New York City, political leaders and
police will likely get much of the credit. After all, there are
few accomplishments more important to citizens than
crime reduction. However, political leaders and, to a great
extent, police officials, must also face the political conse-
quences which will arise if zero tolerance increases police
harassment and worsens community-police relations. In
cities such as Los Angeles, where police and city officials
are trying to strengthen these relations after highly-
publicized abuses of police authority, it is unlikely that
leaders would support a strategy that could further
tarnish the police force’s reputation.

Towards Healthy Cities

The primary reason for exploring the zero tolerance policy
is to show that although crime

is a formidable problem in the

Political leaders and, to United States, we are not
a great extent police powerless against it, Zero
officials, must also face tolerance is founded on the
the political belief that police and citizens

, . can reduce crime and improve
consequences which will

L. the quality of life in the
arise if zero tolerance communities where they live
increases police and work. In places like New
harassment and worsens York City, where police and
community-police political leaders have insisted

relations. that laws against all crimes,

including low-level offenses,

are strictly enforced, the payoff
has been tremendous.

New York City’s success with zero tolerance has forced
police and public officials to reexamine the way that they
deal with crime. Every day that we rely on the failed
crime policies of the past, lives are lost and fear penetrates
deeper into our nation’s psyche. The country’s increasing
urbanization, as well as the impending population
explosion in the age group most likely to comumit crimes,
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puts additional pressure on public officials to come up
with effective anti-crime strategies.

Ultimately, the real measure of success is whether the zero
tolerance policy can result in change for cities that adopt
the approach. Will reduced crime and improved quality of
life provide the economic and social revitalization which
many of our nation’s cities so desperately need? Can zero

tolerance take drugs off the streets and lure people back to
urban areas? There are no guarantees that any one policy
can fulfill such lofty goals. However, as part of a larger
urban revitalization strategy, the zero tolerance policy can
play an important role in making our nation’s cities
healthy and livable again.
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