STATS:

“CALCULATING CRIME”
W-B crime stats tell different stories

By James Halpin (Staff Writer), Published: June 18, 2013

http://m.citizensvoice.com/news/w-b-crime-stats-tell-different-stories-1.1506758
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Wilkes-Barre Mayor Tom Leighton had a message last week for concerned residents: Crime is down and arrests are up.

Residents concerned about crime listened with disbelief at Thursday's city council meeting as they tried to reconcile his assertion with what they see in their neighborhoods every day.

"The problem is: he has been in denial about gangs, about crime. You see the other chiefs of police from all over - they're working with the people, they're admitting they have a problem," Charlotte Raup, president of the Wilkes-Barre Crime Watch Coalition, said. "We're talking shootings and stabbings every day."

"Of course crime is way up," she concluded.

A review of the Pennsylvania Uniform Crime Reporting System shows that both assertions are correct - depending on which numbers are used.

The database shows there has been a significant increase in the number of arrests in the first five months of the year over the same period in 2012. At the same time, the number of known crimes has surged by 10 percent, according to the database.

That's in contrast to what Leighton said in response to complaints about rampant crime at last Thursday's city council meeting. 
"In fact, crime is down in the city," Leighton said at the meeting, noting that police have arrested dozens of drug dealers in recent weeks. "The reason why it appears there's more crime is because we have more officers on the street arresting more people."

Leighton was unavailable for comment Monday, but city Municipal Affairs Manager Drew McLaughlin said the mayor was in fact referencing year-over-year crime statistics that show a long-term decline in crime.

"He's looking at a longer context, a three- to five-year cycle," McLaughlin said. "We don't look at snapshots of three months, six months. We look at downward trends over a longer period of time, and those have proven in the city to be down."

The database backs up the claim of a long-term crime decline, showing 6,052 reported crimes in 2003, a number that dropped to 5,457 in 2007 and then to a low of 3,436 last year.

Wilkes-Barre police Chief Gerard Dessoye said in an interview Monday that he bases his policing strategy on those long-term trends, although he looks at short-term comparisons to see where "Band-Aids" need to be applied.

He noted that small changes in the numbers can make big statistical ripples in a small town.

"That's why I don't like to hang my hat too much on statistics," Dessoye said. "I'm cautiously optimistic that the crime rate has had a reasonable trend downward, but I'm also a realist - I know sooner or later we've got to bottom out."

The Uniform Crime Reporting System database shows known offenses have increased over the same time last year. Overall, the city saw a 10 percent increase in crime, with 1,399 crimes reported in the first five months of 2012 and 1,540 reported through May of this year. Overall, 27 types of crime increased, 12 decreased and one remained the same, the numbers show.

But police are also making headway. Police made 811 arrests from January through May, a 26 percent increase over the 646 arrests in the same period in 2012, according to the database.

Dr. Bill Lutes, chairman of the Department of Criminal Justice and Sociology at King's College, said generally speaking, the more proactive a police force, the more arrests there will be.

"It can be actually an increase in crime, obviously," Lutes said. "But it could also be a measure of police activity greater in one period of time than another period of time."

Lutes said uniform crime report numbers can be skewed by a number of factors, including unreported crimes, police misreading incidents or charges being filed that do not match the crime that occurred.

"Crime has a tendency to be under-reported," Lutes said. "You've just got to take it with a grain of salt."

McLaughlin noted the city has not laid off police officers, has invested heavily in the Hawkeye surveillance system and has taken a targeted approach to fighting crime in troubled areas.

He said the city has a "broad-spectrum approach" to crime, with proactive investigations to prevent further incidents and reactive, boots on the ground patrolling.

"We think we've had some success," McLaughlin said. "We think the numbers bear that out, but we're always hoping to do better

