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DON’T “DIVEST” – INVEST!
Stripping money from the police is foolish.
So is ignoring the plight of poverty-stricken neighborhoods.
For Police Issues by Julius (Jay) Wachtel. George Floyd’s legacy has reached Oregon.
After admitting that being white has unfairly worked to his advantage, Mayor Ted
Wheeler pledged to take funds from the police and other city departments and use them
to invest in economically disadvantaged areas. He also urged a rethinking of law
enforcement’s role and warned that some police units would lose funding. Among them
is the department’s violence reduction team, which has been in operation since 2019.
According to one of its operatives, the squad investigated 426 shootings last year.
Among these were a number of inter-gang battles involving multiple shooters.
Portland also got a new chief, Jack Lovell. A
veteran African-American officer, he pledged to
“better align” public and officer views of how
policing ought be done. With thirty-six
homicides in 2019 and
“an unprecedented wave” of twenty-three
shootings during the first ten days of 2020, he
clearly faces a tough task. Still, outgoing chief
Jamie Resch (a white female) described him as
“the exact right person at the exact right
moment.” She hopes that his influence as well as
the redirected funds will help stem the violence
that besets Portland’s poor areas.
Where does Portland stand, violence wise?
According to the UCR, its 2018 crime rate,
5.2/1,000, is about on par with New York City.
While that’s considerably higher than the U.S.
overall (3.7), it’s nonetheless much better than
the 7.2 posted by Minneapolis, that other city
we’ll talk about. Still, as essays in our
“Neighborhoods” section have repeatedly
argued, when it comes to crime it’s not really
about cities: it’s about places within cities. And
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Portland (pop. 654,741) has plenty of those, with ninety-four neighborhoods in seven
districts. Using neighborhoods as the unit of analysis, let’s compare!
Our information came from three sources. For crime, we turned to 2019 police data
(see above right). In that year Portland reported 59,917 criminal incidents. All but 1,754
were coded for neighborhood. Eliminating neighborhoods with low population counts or
those whose Census data was unavailable left 87 neighborhoods with a total population
of 611,124. We coded each neighborhood for population and percent in poverty using
2017 Census estimates assembled by the Portland Monthly, and for race using 2010
Census figures reported by the City of Portland.
Correlation analysis was applied to examine relationships between poverty, crime
rates (no. of crimes per 1,000 pop.) and the percent of black and white residents. The
below table displays the Pearson “r” that quantifies the relationships. This statistic
ranges from -1 to +1. Zero depicts no relationship; -1 a perfect “negative” relationship (as
one variable goes up, the other goes down, in lockstep), and +1 a perfect “positive”
relationship (both variables go up and down in lockstep.)

·

Poverty and crime (first row): Moderately strong, statistically significant positive
correlations between poverty and crime, meaning they tend to go up and down
together. (Two asterisks mean that the probability the statistic was generated by
chance is less than one in a hundred.)

·

Poverty and race (first column): Moderate positive relationship between blacks
and poverty, also statistically significant (one asterisk means the probability the
statistic was generated by chance is less than five in one-hundred.) And a
moderately strong, statistically meaningful negative relationship between whites
and poverty. Clearly, blacks are somewhat more likely to live in poor areas, and
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whites are moderately less likely to do so.
·

Race and crime: No relationship.

Using total crime rate (TT rate), this table compares the ten most peaceful
neighborhoods (top) with the ten most seriously stricken by crime (bottom).

Blacks comprise a very small proportion of the city’s population (5.8 percent, according
to a 2019 Census estimate) and only a tiny slice of the economically better-off
neighborhoods. Here are the correlations if we only consider the twenty neighborhoods
at crime’s polar extremes:

POLICEISSUES.ORG
As one would expect, whites are far less likely to live in the poorest areas (-.657**,
seventh row). And check out the magnitude of those r‘s on the first row. When we cull
out the criminally middle-of-the-road places, the statistical relationship between crime
and poverty becomes truly formidable.

So what about that city whose police department is in the nation’s crosshairs? We
mean, of course, Minneapolis, where a never-to-be-forgotten video depicts an
experienced cop dispassionately (and, ultimately, fatally) pressing his knees against a
helpless man’s neck. From “Open Minneapolis,” an official website, we downloaded
violent crime information (MPD UCR codes 1, 3, 4 and 5) for the one-year period ending
June 3, 2020. Three other sources – Minnesota Compass, “Niche” and City-Data.com –
were used to code each neighborhood
for median family income, racial
distribution and violent crime rate per
1,000 population. After some culling
our dataset comprised 85 Minneapolis
neighborhoods where 3,749 violent
crimes had taken place.
We again used correlation analysis.
The table on the left depicts the
pertinent relationships. As one would
expect, crimes of violence have a
meaningful, statistically significant
negative relationship with income – as
one goes up, the other goes down.
Check out those strong, statistically significant relationships between race and income.
Again, they’re in the anticipated directions: positive for whites (both go up and down
together) and negative for blacks (as one goes up the other goes down.) Here are the
graphs. Each “dot” is a neighborhood. Catch the pronounced slope of those trend lines!
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But who needs r statistics and graphs? Check out another comparo between
neighborhoods at crime’s extremes. For Minneapolis it’s between the four least violent
neighborhoods and the four most:

Keeping in mind that population sizes differ, the data tells an obvious and very
compelling story. Look at the income column. Check out the behavior that accompanies
each entry. Then imagine policing the neighborhoods in the lower tier.
Indeed, imagine policing Minneapolis. A story in the Star-Tribune about a recent
shooting that left one dead and eleven wounded goes on to mention a “surge” of violence
that followed the killing of George Floyd, with more than ninety shot in less than thirty
days. Considering that twenty-six Minneapolitans have been murdered so far this year
(last year’s toll to date was a relatively “measly” fifteen) police chief Medaria
Arradondo’s lament about a “public health crisis” seems hardly an exaggeration.

According to 2019 Census estimates, 14.9 percent of Portland’s 654,701 inhabitants live
in poverty. With 429,606 residents, Minneapolis has a poverty rate of 19.9 percent, fully
one-third worse. That difference is clearly reflected in our analysis. And as we alluded
to, in the cities’ UCR crime rates. Here is a six-way comparo:
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What to do? As our “neighborhoods” section has harped on for years, what we really
need is a “Marshall Plan” for America’s chronically poor neighborhoods. Unless we
make major efforts – job training, employment and social counseling, drug and alcohol
rehab, childcare, tutoring, affordable housing, and so on – their residents will forever
remain locked in crime’s embrace.
So where’s that investment going to come from? President Trump’s re-election
promise of “a new deal for black America” has long faded into obscurity. Municipal
budgets and politics being what they are, poor neighborhoods are essentially left to fend
for themselves. Yes, there have been some valiant private efforts. Portland’s
“unprecedented wave” of gunplay is being tackled by “We Are the Caution,” a Facebook
campaign that addresses the misuse of social media to foment violence. It’s the
brainchild of two former gang members who created “Men Building Men,” a nonprofit
that seeks to steer young men away from the streets.
In the meantime, loose talk about “defunding” the police continues. Portland seems
in a far better position to yank money from the cops than Minneapolis. Yet that 20142018 uptick in violence, as well as its more recent experiences, give cause for alarm.
Even so, latest word is that its police budget of about $240 million, which had been set
for a small increase, will instead be slashed by $15 million.
But violence-stricken Minneapolis has an even better idea: “dismantle” the police
altogether. A brainchild of the city council, the plan proposes to have unarmed social
service teams do what’s needed. That approach (it’ll supposedly take a year to finalize
the details) is opposed by the mayor, who would rather “reform” the cops. Ditto, the
business community, which worries about the chaos that would engulf a badge-free city.
Skepticism has even been voiced by some of the affluent, progressively-oriented
residents of the city’s “Powderhorn Park” area, who reacted to the killing of George
Floyd by pledging to never again call the police.
Then, sure enough, “stuff” began to happen.

