ITELEMASP

BULLETIN

TEXAS LAW ENFORCEMENT MANAGEMENT AND
ADMINISTRATIVE STATISTICS PROGRAM

February 1997

Vol. 3, No. 11

The San Antonio Youth Firearms Violence Initiative

Introduction

This bulletin examines an innovative program in progress in
San Antonio to reduce violent crime by targeting youth
possession of firearms. It details the activities and results to
date of a Weapons Recovery and Tracking (WRAT) team
which implements focused intervention measures to iden-
tify and confiscate firearms in the possession of young men
and women. The goal of this program is to reduce youth-
involved firearm-related crimes.

Background

Ownership, possession and use of firearms by youth under
the age of 24 appears to be one of the major contributors to
an increase in violent crime in the United States in the last
five years. According to a 1994 study in Virginia,' juvenile
offenders are more likely to possess firearms, with youth
reporting having carried firearms more than twice as often as
adults. Additionally, other research indicates that more than
half of all serious juvenile offenders (in a four state study?)
report carrying a firearm “most” or “all” of the time.

Evidence is mounting that an increase in firearms availabil-
ity among youth in the United States is fueling the increased
rate of violent crime, particularly in our inner-city areas.’
Two things are clear. First, most homicides are committed
with firearms, nearly three-fourths of all homicides in one
study showing a firearm as the murder weapon.* Second,
young people seem more willing to carry firearms than
adults.’ Further, it seems that firearm-related crime demon-
strates a tendency to coalesce geographically into “hot
spots.”

Though homicides declined in 1994 in San Antonio, gang
activity and associated youth violence remain a significant
problem. Twenty-four percent of the 194 homicides in 1994
were related to gang activity. San Antonio has several
hundred youth gangs. According to the San Antonio Police
Department’s Youth Crime Detail, there are almost 5,500
gang members in the city, 80 percent of whom are over the
age of 16. (Some gang members are in their early 20s.)
While overall crime in San Antonio has been on the decline,
there has been a steady increase in the number of juveniles
arrested for violent crimes, up 317 percent between 1987 and
1994. Furthermore, the number of youths arrested with
unlawful weapons went up over 200 percent during that time
period. Neighborhoods with particularly high crime rates
are in the east, west, and southwest sides of the city.

Police believe that gang guns are mostly to be found in
houses, taken out only when needed for a drive-by shooting.
Thus, the police are inclined to emphasize obtaining and
serving search warrants as much as possible. Lt. Jim
Herring, the commander of Special Operations for SAPD,
related two incidents. In one case, three SKS assault rifles
were taken from a gang member during a warrant search.
The person who had the weapons later complained that he
had to repay his gang’s treasurer $200 per weapon to
compensate for their loss. In another incident, a cache of 15
weapons were seized in a search. The violent gang activity
in that sector immediately dropped significantly. This
seems to reinforce the concept that the gang owns many
weapons which are stored until they are needed for gang
activities.
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The San Antonio Police Department Youth Firearm Vio-
lence Initiative was designed with one question in mind.
“Can the police reduce actual crime, fear of crime, and
improve quality-of-life issues related to youth and firearm-
involved criminal activities by focusing on specific gun
crime-related areas with a variety of interventive enforce-
ment and prevention tactics?”

Operations

Ananalysis of crime patterns in San Antonio was conducted,
and the top 50 “hot spots” were identified where youth-
involved firearm-related crimes occurred. Four areas were
selected for a trial implementation of the aggressive pro-
gram, begun on March 1, 1996 (see map). These four areas
were carefully selected to provide a similar mix of industrial,
business, residential, and housing project composition, as
well as being areas in which firearm-related violence had
been documented.

Each four weeks the WRAT teams begin a new rotation
through the target areas using a different tactic. Throughout
the run of the trial program, each area will have been
subjected to each tactic at least once. An ongoing program
of effectiveness analysis is used to determine which inter-
vention strategy works best. For comparison purposes,
information concerning arrests made and weapons confis-
cated are also kept on one “hot spot” not'targeted by the
WRAT teams. The four WRAT strategies are:

Directed Patrol/Warrant Services: Identifying and serving
outstanding warrants on criminals known to have relation-
ships with youth gangs. Deployed Tuesday night through
Saturday night, 4 PM to midnight, the WRAT team consists
of four patrol officers, four detectives, and one sergeant. The
focus 1s on specific individuals and locations, based on
information provided by the Youth Crime Detail which
relates to gang members and gang houses within a target
area. Although the Youth Crime Detail provides informa-
tion on gang parties and potential drive-by shootings, most
warrants are derived from information received by detec-
tives from their confidential informants.

Saturation Patrol: Extra patrol units deployed Tuesday
night through Saturday night, 4 PM to midnight. This is an
additional police presence in “hot spots” as an on-scene
deterrent and arrest force. WRAT officers concentrate on
car stops and person checks.

Knock and Talk Interviews: Using information on youth
gang mcmbers provided by the Youth Crime Detail and
patrol officers, WRAT members visit the homes of known
or suspected gang members. Operating Monday through
Friday,9 AMto 3 PM, they speak with the parents about their
child’s gang activities and ask for a consent search of the

child’s room to recover any firearms there. This team
consists of two patrol officers and one sergeant.

Bar Checks: Vice and code violation checks at regulated
businesses serving alcoholic beverages. Teams are de-
ployed Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights 7 PM to 3 AM,
with two teams, consisting of about 25 officers, drawn from
patrol officers and vice/narcotics detectives. Selected bars
are targeted, based on information from Vice/Narcotics and
the Texas Alcoholic Beverage Control Agency.

A number of tactics are employed among the four strategics.
They include serving warrants on known criminals, con-
ducting traffic stops and vehicle searches, implementing
sting operations, using arolling surveillance technique, and
using a radio direction finder that can be hidden in the
vehicle of a suspected illicit weapons dealer to track the
vehicle.

Generally, the WRAT team works in conjunction with the
Street Crime Arrest Team (SCAT), but focuses on youth-
involved firearm-related crime. All the WRAT officers are
paid through overtime funds. Although the police union
contract forbids using the same officers at all times, careful
selection of officers based on surveillance training and other
factors enables the police managers to maintain some conti-
nuity. In practice, officers who have proven productive are
most often selected for continuing WRAT operations.

Empirical Evaluation

To determine program effectiveness, several measures are
used.

1. Youth-involved firearm-related crime: This is mea-
sured by calculating the rate per 1,000 residents for
youth-involved firearm-related crime reported to the
police. The information is drawn from police files.
Changes in the rate of incidents—mnot the actual number
of oftenses committed-—are used to determine if any of
the tactics employed are effective.

2. Firearm recovery measures: This is a calculation of
recoveries of weapons per 100 person-hours worked,
using the experimental tactics. A separate list is kept of
the number of weapons recovered as a result of a
particular tactic, so an evaluation of the relative effec-
tiveness of the tactics can be made.

3. Fear of crime measures: This is done by a survey of
residents which was administered before the program
began and comparing it to the results of a similar survey
done after the program ends. In this manner, the
evaluators can determine if there hasbeen any reduction
in the fear of crime by the residentsin the targeted areas.
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4.  Quality-of-life measures: This factor also is measured
by pre and posttest surveys. The basic question is
whether the residents perceive that there is less youth-
involved firearm-related crime in their neighborhoods,
and if so, how that has affected their lives.

Overall, program evaluations are being conducted by a
research team from St. Mary’s University in San Antonio
and will not be completed until after the experimental project
has ended. Data in this bulletin are from an interim report,
based on current statistical data and observations.

Effectiveness

The interim analysis of the program’s operational effective-
ness was conducted in March 1996. The interim evaluation,
while not conclusive, showed the potential benefits of the
aggressive tactics. Between November4, 1995 and Novem-
ber 30, 1996, WRAT had recovered 252 firearms, represent-
ing 18.4 percent of the entire department’s firearm recover-
ies in that period (see Weapons Recovery and Tracking
chart).

Although it would be inappropriate to claim a direct cause-
effect relationship in this stage of the program, during the
first quarter of 1996, there were 26 homicides compared to
46 during the first quarter of 1995.

One strategy which has not been cost effective is the bar
checks. Few bar patrons seem to carry their guns onto the

premises. Police managers found that they had to commit 30
to 80 officers to a bar check to control potentially volatile
situations. The results in weapons recovered were minimal,
and there were several assaults on officers. Because of an
unbalanced cost/benefit analysis, this tactic was dropped by
the police department.

The most productive WRAT activity is serving search war-
rants. Most of these have been drug-related and based on
informant information. The WRAT becomes involved
when the informant claims that a weapon has been seen in the
location to be searched, or that the person targeted has
claimed he has aweapon. Itappears that gangs are becoming
heavily involved in drug trafficking as a primary source of
revenue. Weapons are used as acorollary to the drugs—both
for security and as a visible part of the macho drug culture.
In one case, a Knock and Talk team visited a residence
during the day, spoke to the parents, then obtained a consent
search of the gang member’s room. No weapons were
found. Later thatevening, another component of the WRAT
came to the residence on a directed search. Using informa-
tion provided by an informant, they searched under the
house and recovered gang weapons hidden there. Although
the tactic was effective, procedures have been initiated to
improve coordination between different components of the
WRAT to prevent the appearance of harassment by return-
ing to the same address too often.

The Knock and Talk process has produccd good results in an
unexpected direction. The police have found it to be a good

An Effective WRAT Strategy Is Warrant Checks
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Weapons Recovery And Tracking

11/4/95 through 11/30/96

Firearms
STOLEN FIREARMS RECOVERED BY SAPD 20
STOLEN FIREARMS RECOVERED BY WRAT 5
TOTAL FIREARMS RECOVERED BY SAPD 1,369
TOTAL FIREARMS RECOVERED BY WRAT 252

WRAT Initiated Arrests

WR.AT Warrants Executed/Cleared

CURFEW VIOLATIONS 39
DWI 7
FELONY 226
FELONY (YOUTH) 83

FELONY 76
FELONY WARRANT ARRESTS 66
FELONY WARRANT ARRESTS (YOUTH) 35
MISDEMEANOR 2,735

MISDEMEANOR (YOUTH) 341

MISDEMEANOR WARRANT ARRESTS (YOUTH) 271

*Youth=Persons under 24 years of age.
*#nitiated arrests do not include warrant arrests.

SEARCH 90
WRAT Citations Issued WRAT Reports Written
HAZARDOUS 727 ACCIDENT 2
NON-HAZARDOUS 1,851 DWI 1
WARNING 128 FIELD INTERVIEW SHEETS 1,030
GANG DATA SHEETS 247
INCIDENT 1,067
OFFENSE 514
WRAT Miscellaneous
SURVEYS 175
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police/citizen contact which has paid off in closer ties
between officers and the community. When a Knock and
Talk visit begins, the parents are advised that their child is a
gang member and then the officers discuss ways to help the
parents. A listing of available social services and organiza-
tions is given to the parents ‘o help them in dealing with their
child. As a part of the Knock and Talk, parents are assured
that if a weapon is found, it will simply be confiscated and
no charges will be filed. The exception to this is, of course,
if ballistics later confirm that the weapon has been used in a
shooting, then prosecution proceeds as normal. According
to SAPD officials, not many weapons have been recovered,
but the program has opened solid lines of communication
with gang members’ parents.

Overall, the WRAT activity has produced visible results.
The SAPD has identified several alternate treatment areas
adjacent to the formal experimental areas so that crime
displacement can be measured. According to officers, when
an area is selected for application of a tactic, the streets
become clear after a short time. By the third week, there are
few groups congregating on the streets after midnight.
Aggressive police activity not only produces many arrests
and weapons recoveries, but appears to drive the criminals
out of the areas.

The author accompanied two experienced San Antonio
patrol officers, “Rocky” Romero and Alberto Chevera, on
a shift of saturation patrol in Sector 2 on the evening of
December 5, 1996. The WRAT for that evening consisted of
one supervisor and 10 patrol officers in six patrol vehicles.
Activities consisted of aggressive license checks for war-
rants on all vehicles observed and identity checks on suspi-
cious persons. A typical contact was one WRAT car stop-
ping a vehicle which had committed a traffic infraction, or
stopping at a group of idlers, then checking the identities of
all persons contacted through the central computer system
for wants and warrants. In a single seven-hour shift (4-11
PM), the WRAT made two felony arrests and 11 misde-
meanor arrests. They arrested persons on one felony
warrant and five misdemeanor warrants. Six traffic cita-
tions were written for hazardous traffic violations and 25
Jor non-hazardous traffic violations. A total of 32 vehicles
were stopped and checked. The highlight of the evening was
whena driver left his car running in the road and fled on foot
when being stopped for a failure to wear a seatbelt citation.
A foot chase ensued for about six blocks before the driver
was captured in a drainage ditch. A check of his vehicle
revealed 15 grams of crack cocaine in the driver’s floor-
board, packaged for sale in 2-rock packets. Although many
people were stopped, checked, and given Terry frisks for
weapons, no illegally carried firearms were found by WRAT
this shift. One weapon was recovered during a drug arrest
by the Street Crimes Arrest Team (SCAT) which was oper-
ating in conjunction with the WRAT.

Saturation Patrol Includes Numerous Vehicle Stops
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The COPS & DOCS Program

Although state laws require hospitals to notify the police
whenever a gunshot victim is treated, the SAPD managers
became concerned when they read a study conducted in
Atlanta which showed that as many as 10 percent of the
shooting victims treated at hospitals are not reported to the
police. SAPD was faced with a dilemma since two of the
city’s three major trauma centers are military hospitals
which do not fall under state mandatory reporting guide-
lines. To solve this problem, SAPD coordinated efforts with
Wilford Hall Hospital on Lackland Air Force Base, Brooks
Army Medical Center on Fort Sam Houston and the county
hospital—University Hospital. A survey at those locations
showed that only 5-7 percent of the shooting victims were
not being reported to the police. To counter this loss, the
COPS & DOCS program was created. The program uses
FAX machines to maintain communications by using simple
forms which were devised for both the medical staffs and
the police. When a shooting occurs with a missing person
who could be injured, the police FAX a Be On the Look Out
(BOLO) form to the hospitals which describes the injured
person (if known) and tells in which part of the body the
person was possibly shot. When a person with a gunshot
injury comes to a hospital, the hospital staff FAXes a report
to the SAPD which lists the injury information and a brief
description of the patient. If the injured person is known to
the police no action is taken. However, if the hospital report
does notmatchup withapolice report, a patrol is sent to the
hospital to contact the injured person. This program has
operated smoothly and has resulted in the identification
and arrest of persons involved in gang firearms violence.

NOTES

1. Criminal Justice Research Center. 1994. Guns and
Violent Crime. Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of
Criminal Justice Services (January).

2. Sheley, J., and J. Wright. 1993. “Gun Acquisition
and Possession in Selected Juvenile Samples.” Research in
Brief. National Institute of Justice and Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (December).

3. MacDowall, D. 1991. “Firearms Availability and
Homicide Rates in Detroit, 1951-1986.” Social Forces
69:1085-1101.

4. Criminal Justice Research Center. 1994, Guns and
Violent Crime. Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of
Criminal Justice Services (January).

5. Sheley and Wright, 1993.

6. Sherman, L., W, Shaw, and D. Rogan. 1995. The
Kansas City Gun Experiment. Washington, D.C.: National
Institute of Justice.

The author would like to acknowledge the contributions
of Dr. Gary Cordner and Dr. Jim Ginger who produced
some materials incorporated into this bulletin. The San
Antonio Youth Firearms Violence Initiative is funded
through the D.0O.J. Office of Community-Oriented Polic-
ing Services, Grant #95CNWX0012.




TELEMASP Monthly Bulletins,

ISSN 1075-3702, are produced

under an agreement with the 6
Police Research Center

Sam Houston State University

Larry T. Hoover, Ph.D., Director

Jamie L. Tillerson, Program Manager

BILL BLACKWOOD For information about TELEMASP
Bulletins, call (409) 294-1704

L EX
|08 nforcement
\Y | anagement This bulletin was written by Mr. Will David, a
I : doctoral student at Sam Houston State University.
nstitute of Mr.Davidis aretired U.S. Air Force security police
M exas officer who holds a bachelor’s degree in criminal
justice from Park College in Parkville, Missouri,
Gerald L. Williams. D P.A and a master’s degree in criminal justice from the
Executive Director University of Southern Mississippi. He is an expe-
rienced patrol officer, investigator, and police op-
Kay Billingsley erations superintendent.
Publications Manager

For information about LEMIT
programs, call (409) 294-1669 ’\

ov
W : N

S/TY * no

B

NS * ¢
A3 44,

(‘4,2

Uy

A Member of The Texas State University System

Bill Blackwood Law Enforcement Non-Profit
: Organization
Management Institute of Texas US. POSTAGE
Criminal Justice Center PAID
Sam Houston State University Permit No. 26
. Huntsville
Huntsville, TX 77341-2296 Texas




