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UNITED THEY STROLL

South Baltimore COP hits the streets


A group of people strolling the streets of South Baltimore with basset hounds and other pups in tow might look more like Christmas carolers than crime fighters, and that is the way the Southern District Citizens on Patrol (C.O.P.) like it.


“Our own personal safety is number one,” says Jack Baker, vice president of the Southern District Police Community Relations Council. Baker says, “Residents who are out patrolling are to be seen and not heard.”


What they can be seen doing is walking the streets of South Baltimore several times a month to take note of burned out street lights, unsecured vacant houses, or anything else that might encourage criminal activity.


“You’re just out there to show others that you’re active and care about the neighborhood,” says Shannon Sullivan, the C.O.P. chair of the community relation’s council.


On December 6, city residents gathered for a C.O.P. walk that is part of a new initiative here. Many community associations have their own C.O.P.'s, each of which works a little differently. In recent months, Major Frederick H. Bealefeld II, commander of the Southern District, has been working with Baker and Sullivan to get all of these groups to collaborate and strengthen one another. This night draw volunteers from Federal Hill, Key Highway, Curtis Bay, Locust Point, Westport, and Otterbein among other neighborhoods. Walk locations will now rotate among participating neighborhoods.


“All of the Southern District wants our streets back,” says Baker. 

A typical walk goes something like this. Everyone meets at a designated location. Major Bealefeld briefs the group about current crime patterns in the area and says a little about what people can do to help. Then the group splits into smaller groups of 10-15. This evening, two officers have come along with Major Bealefeld. They take one group, Bealefeld the other.

Each group gets a map and a sheet on which they can log problems. Volunteers look for abandoned homes and cars, blocked alleyways, hanging wires – anything ranging from the outright illegal to things that might make a prospective criminal think that no one cares about the neighborhood. At the end of the night, the groups call in the complaints to 311. More immediate actions have seldom been necessary, but accompanying officers came in handy for a couple of previous incidents involving drug use and dealing. 

In the Federal Hill Area where the night’s walk took place, there was little to raise warning flags. Sullivan’s group called in about six items of concern at the end of the evening, which was of the outed-streetlights and unsecured-buildings-under construction variety. 

“Each time we go out, there is less to report’” says Sullivan.

With a more unified C.O.P. effort district-wide, there will be plenty of work to do in other neighborhoods as well maintenance of those that have seen improvements. Sullivan would like to see C.O.P. grow even further.

“We hope to do more as time progresses,” she says. “We’d like to do a couple every week every month.”

Right now, C.O.P. is taking advantage of its growth to offer more support to participating neighborhoods. Curtis Bay has patrols in cars, but not groups on foot because of its large area. That’s changing. The first walk in Curtis Bay took place on Monday night.

According to Major Bealefeld, it is difficult to measure the direct impact of the walks on crime activity. While the Federal Hill area has seen a shift to daytime crimes from nighttime ones, the shift can’t be conclusively traced to the walks. However, his goal is for the walks to reduce crime in a roundabout but powerful way.

“If they change people’s ideas about living there, that is a much more substantial result,” he says.

He warns that winter carries its own crime problems.” This time of year-the holiday and the football season, is a breeding ground for property crime in the Federal Hill area.”

He and the members of C.O.P. have been putting flyers on cars that encourage motorists to remove valuables from their cars, to lock doors and to use a steering wheel lock, among other measures.

While crimes against property and residents are still occurring, there are fewer of them. Many property crimes now happen to tourists who have not heard the word through the community about how they can protect themselves.

To Bealefeld, as long as local residents are falling prey less often to property and personal crimes, it doesn’t matter who gets the credit. “Are we getting the word out? Is the community getting the word out? I don’t care who is getting the word out as long as the community is safer  and less of this stuff happens. 


