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Seattle Post-Intelligencer, January 23, 2008—Seattle's welcome drop in crime, as reported by the FBI earlier
this month, raises an issue of more than academic interest.

Criminologists, police and city officials across the country spend a lot of time talking about how crime is on
the rise and why that is. But when crime declines, efforts to explain the success far too often result in
competition among stakeholders over who gets credit.

Seattle Police Chief Gil Kerlikowske took a different approach when he attributed the city's public safety gains
to making prisoner re-entry a priority.

He just may be on to something.

About 2,000 people leave Washington prisons and return to King County each year, and, if national statistics
are any indication, these men and women are woefully unprepared to lead drug-free, law-abiding lives on the
outside. Nationally, about two-thirds of all prisoners have substance-abuse histories. Yet only 40 percent
receive treatment. Fewer than two in five take part in educational programs, and fewer still get vocational
training. Small wonder that two of every three released prisoners are back behind bars within three years.

What is surprising is that collaborations to identify, prepare and support returning prisoners represent a new
approach to crime control. Perhaps more surprising still is that police are typically wary partners in such
initiatives. Is there a different role for police in re-entry? Seattle's 14 percent reduction in violent crime
suggests there is.

In many ways, police involvement in re-entry is a no-brainer. The primary role of police is to maintain the
peace and make the environment safe for all. While not every released prisoner commits new crimes, those
who do have a direct impact on public safety, stoking citizens' fears of victimization and reducing the public's
confidence in both police and community corrections. Who better to work with former prisoners than the
police, who are already dealing with them on a daily basis?

When police work expands to encompass both the surveillance and support of returning prisoners, the
possibilities for effective crime control multiply. Police can identify the positive and negative influences
associated with the people, property, and places in returning prisoners' communities. They are likely to know
which local businesses are willing to hire ex-prisoners and which religious institutions provide moral and
tangible support.

Beat officers are particularly well positioned to support successful prisoner re-entry. Aware of gang networks,
drug markets, and the associates of former prisoners, they can let community supervision partners know
when former prisoners may be heading down the wrong path. These exchanges signal that former prisoners
are being watched but can also send the message that "we want to see you succeed."

Police involvement in prisoner re-entry has an administrative upside too. It can leverage resources and
intelligence from other agencies, aid in the early apprehension of reoffenders, and fast-track prosecution
efforts. This tactic works especially well with former prisoners who were gang members. With prison officials'
help, police can identify soon-to-be-released gang members and alert gang units of potential rivalries that
may erupt when the gang member returns.

As Kerlikowske notes, "all crime is local." Cities grappling with high crime rates could do well to direct police
resources to the neighborhoods where former prisoners live. As Seattle's impressive crime drop suggests,
helping former prisoners succeed can yield great gains in public safety.

Nancy La Vigne is a senior research associate at the Urban Institute's Justice Policy Center. Contact her at 
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