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July 7, 2006

Robert W. Healy

City Manager

Re:
City Council Order #14, dated 5/22/06

Sir:

In response to the City Council #14, dated 5/22/06 requesting a report on plans to ensure a safer summer in the City of Cambridge.

The Cambridge Police Department has always considered the summer months to be the most crucial with regards to taking the necessary steps to ensure that the residents are able to enjoy this time in the safest possible manner.  Organized activities that occur during the season, coupled with residents and visitors taking advantage of the weather, dramatically increases the amount of activity on our streets.  Our mission is, and has always been, to subtly but effectively focus our resources in areas where they can positively impact the possibility of criminal conduct.

There are several methods we utilize to accomplish this mission.  One is through our Problem Oriented Policing (POP) efforts in identifying and emerging crime issue and developing a strategy to reduce or eliminate its impact.  These problem-solving projects have taken various forms ranging from dramatic increase in uniformed officers to an area to engaging the community to beautify and improve a common area.  The Crime Analysis Unit works with Investigations Unit and Operations to determine any crime patterns and areas that need additional attention.

The Cambridge Police Department seeks feedback and information from residents and has recently received many e-mails indicating increased youth activity in and around the parks and playgrounds throughout the City.  At neighborhood meetings throughout Cambridge this has been echoed and residents have requested increased uniformed patrols to those parks, specifically the members of the Bicycle Patrol Unit.  

There are currently two Problem Oriented Policing Projects that the department has initiated that address safety issues for specifically identified segments of our population.  The first of these is known as the Park Patrols.  Park Patrols consist of bicycle officers performing directed patrols to area playgrounds and parks riding throughout the City between 6:00PM and Midnight on those nights when the numbers of youth are most prevalent (Thursday through Saturday).  In addition, patrol officers are assigned on foot patrols.  These officers target specific parks, identified by their supervisor and Crime Analysis personnel, where their impact may be most felt.  They also deploy to locations where scheduled events are to occur such as basketball leagues, sponsored events and other outdoor activities.  These officers have been chosen for this task for several reasons.  First, is that many of them have had contact with many of the youth through other Police Department sponsored programs (Basketball Leagues, Floor Hockey Leagues, Hoops n Health, etc.).  They have a rapport with the youth, which enables them to speak bluntly about the negative impact the youth may have on the community if they stay in the area too late or make excessive noise.  These officers often obtain information from the youth about incidents prior to them occurring such as possible retaliation for a fight.  Information obtained is passed throughout the department for increased awareness.  

These officers also have the ability to access areas of these parks and playgrounds in a way that cruisers cannot easily do.  Officers assigned to cruisers responding to calls in parks have to park their vehicle and walk to the area where youth are congregating.  This often results in the youth dispersing and fleeing before the officers can get to them. The B.P.U. officers can approach a park and quickly get to the location of the youth before this occurs.  If criminal activity is evident (which is usually not the case) they can take immediate action.  They can also speak freely with youth who are merely looking for something to do and inform them they must recognize the needs of the residents surrounding the park and keeping the noise levels and youthful activity down during the late evening hours.  The youth’s knowledge of the possibility of members of the B.P.U. arriving at any time has, in past years, had an impact on their activities.  

The department has also initiated a Problem Oriented Policing Project (POP), which will be in effect throughout the summer that addresses another segment of the population, the elderly.  While the Cambridge Police Department recognizes the need to enforce crosswalk violations throughout the City year round, we have recognized that combating this problem in the vicinity of the Senior Centers through the summer is especially important.  While many senior citizens may visit these centers throughout the year many seniors going to and from the centers take advantage of the warm weather to walk around Central or Porter Square.  As they do so they utilize crosswalks in these areas but often may need more time to affect the crossing than the light might allow.  They also may use a non-signalized crosswalk, which is even more problematic.  

To ensure the safety of the senior citizens, members of the Selective Enforcement Unit, specifically motorcycle officers are deployed to these locations at various times of the day and early evening.  Their mission is to ensure the safe passage of all residents while crossing the major arteries but also to educate the motorists that these areas are of particular importance and concern with regards to crosswalk safety.  These officers can often be seen stopping traffic and assisting a senior citizen crossing and stopping a motorist who has chosen to ignore a person in the crosswalk.  

While these efforts have been specifically identified as methods for increasing safety for residents throughout the summer they by no means reflect the bulk of the activities performed to this end.  Personnel from the Operations Division are aware of these, as well as other issues, and are continually assigned to tasks and areas where they can have an impact on the safety of the public.  In addition, both Operations and Investigations personnel are constantly attempting to gather information and intelligence that will enhance our abilities to reduce crime.  Personnel from both divisions communicate with residents of the neighborhoods regarding emerging problems or issues they may be aware of.  This information could manifest itself by a resident supplying the name of a person who is breaking into vehicles in that neighborhood; it could be the plate number of a suspected drug dealer trawling the streets; it could be a group coming to Cambridge from an outlying city for a fight or any other information that might be of benefit.  Once information is obtained it is distributed throughout the Department in the form of electronic messages to all sworn personnel and, most importantly, to the Crime Analysis Unit.  

The Crime Analysis Unit has been a driving force in the effective deployment of police personnel.  This central repository for information is charged with reviewing and analyzing this data and determining if a recurring pattern of criminal activity is emerging or is about to manifest.  Command personnel utilize information obtained from residents and their officers to most effectively deploy their personnel on a given shift but it is the information supplied by the Crime Analysis Unit that most often determines this deployment.  There are numerous instances where this information has led to a specific deployment and a subsequent speedy resolution to the problem.  Two such instances were street robberies in Cambridgeport in December of 2004 and the Commercial Break problem last summer.  The former led to the arrest of three individuals within hours of the initial deployment and the latter resulted in a dramatic decrease in the number of breaks at these establishments.  

The use of intelligence, whether it is from Crime Analysis or from the residents, by command personnel in deploying personnel is our most effective tool in ensuring the safety of the residents.  The ability to move personnel to areas where the need is greatest is driven by this information.  The greatest challenge we face is to prioritize the growing list of problems and concerns throughout the summer and to most effectively deploy the available resources to this end.   

The department will continue to monitor criminal activity in the City and respond to concerns from the citizens and city officials.  The department will continue to focus enforcement efforts where youth congregate and where larger crowds gather.

Please feel free to call if you require any additional information.

Sincerely,

Ronnie Watson

Police Commissioner  
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