Next SSCO Safety Committee meeting:

Thursday, April 26, at 6:00 p.m.

Loring Nicollet Center, 1925 Nicollet Ave

For more information, visit www.sscoweb.org or call Dave at 612-874-2840.

SSCO Community Safety Committee

Notes from the meeting of March 22, 2007, at 1925 Nicollet Ave.

PRESENT   Ken Strobel, co-chair; Nimco Ahmed, 6th Ward City Council office; Bobbi Harrington and Jean Schwalen, Hennepin County Community Probation; Sarah Mahmud, Minneapolis Police 5th Precinct; Lisa Godon, City Attorney’s office; Pete Cahill, County Attorney’s office; Josie Shardlow, Whittier Alliance; Clayton Haley and Don Lepper, Lydia Apartments; Simone Achkar, Ridgewood Arches; Sue Whirry, Perennial Management; Rob Helmerichs, Rand Management; Gene Blackledge, Mary Gunderson, Charles Rosensteel, Howard Penas, John Ryser, Carla Andersen, Cheryl Curtis, Bonnie Bona, Barb Jacobs, Jay Damberg, Judy Austin, Michael Lyght, Dee Tvedt, and SSCO safety coordinator Dave Delvoye

ANNOUNCEMENTS

· The Early Bird Extravaganza rummage sale, a fundraiser for SSCO and Plymouth Church Outreach Board, is set for April 21 & 22.  Donations are still being accepted and volunteers are needed to staff the event; call Dave at 874-2840.

· Red Hot Art is scheduled for June 2 & 3 in Stevens Square Park.

· Cinema & Civics in Stevens Square Park will run every Wednesday evening (except July 4) from June 6 to August 1.

· Thanks and congratulations to our sector lieutenant, Amelia Huffman, who has moved to a full-time job as MPD spokesperson!  We welcome Eddie Frizell, our new sector lieutenant, to the 5th Precinct and look forward to working with him.

· Cheryl Curtis announced that the bulletin board in the hallway of the mall center, 1804-16 Nicollet Ave, is up and ready to use.  She is in charge of posting items and maintaining the board.

FELONY BIKE THEFT: A CASE HISTORY – Pete Cahill, County Attorney’s Property Crimes Prosecution team leader

Cahill introduced himself and said that he has been the leader of the County Attorney’s Property Crimes Prosecution team for the past two months.  He said that Property court has been combined with Drug court into Property Drug court, partly in response to complaints that drug dealers were not receiving adequate sentences in Drug court.  Cahill said that he had been asked to come and report on a recent case in the neighborhood in which chronic offender Theoplias Howlett had been charged with felony bike theft.  This resulted from a police “bait” bike or decoy operation.  He said that the prosecutor, Hans Larson, had to show that the fair market of value of the bike at the time it was stolen was over $500 in order to charge the crime as a felony.  Cahill said that the “bait” program is valuable, especially for catching chronic offenders, but that most judges tend to take a negative view of arrests made under such circumstances.  He said that, in this case, Judge Francis Connolly did not go along with what the prosecutor wanted, but instead offered a lower penalty.  Cahill said that although Howlett, the defendant, had 197 arrests in the system, this was his first felony charge, for which the sentencing guidelines call for 13 months with a stayed imposition of sentence.  He said that this option gives the system more leverage to control a first-time offender’s behavior in the community.  Cahill contrasted this with the usual outcome for misdemeanor convictions, in which the defendant serves a short time in custody and is often released with little or no supervision.  

Cahill said that the defendant was charged with the felony on November 6, 2006, and that the case was set and the prosecutor ready for trial.  He said that when the case went to trial in February, Judge Connolly rejected the prosecutor’s offer of a guilty plea to the felony in exchange for a stayed sentence, and instead accepted a straight guilty plea from the defendant in which the offense was sentenced as a gross misdemeanor, over the prosecutor’s objection.  Cahill said that the result was a sentence of 365 days, of which 217 were stayed; the defendant had served 103 days and was due to serve 45 more in the workhouse.  Cahill said that a mistake in the clerk’s office led to the defendant’s release instead of incarceration; Judge Connolly decided to issue a summons, instead of a warrant, to correct the mistake, which allowed the defendant to spend three weeks out of custody.  Cahill said that the defendant was taken into custody again on March 20 and is now serving his remaining 45 days.  He said that, in terms of time served, there’s not a big difference between the felony and gross misdemeanor; the problem is that the defendant gets no felony conviction on his record.  Cahill said that no judge would have ordered the defendant to serve more time.  He said that Judge Connolly will decide whether to revoke the stayed time should the defendant reoffend.  

Cahill said that the County Attorney’s office tries to implement best practices in all its work, and that in this case they should have pushed for restricting the defendant from the neighborhood as a condition of release.  He said that the Drug court team routinely makes that request, and that he wants to train the Property court team to do likewise.  Cahill said that Hans Larson has been moved to the Drug court team and that a new 5th Precinct community prosecutor has just started; he asked that all messages for the community prosecutor go to him for the time being.  There was a question about the role in court of the community impact statement (c.i.s.) submitted by SSCO for this case.  Cahill said that the prosecutor used it to voice the community’s concerns and to strongly argue for a felony conviction.  He said that a judge looks at the facts of a particular case, and that sometimes a c.i.s. will have an effect on a judge’s decision, sometimes not.  The coordinator said that in this case, both of the requests in the c.i.s. were ignored: “that the Court 1) sentence the defendant to serve the maximum amount of time in custody if convicted of any crimes, and 2) order that the sentences for all convictions be served consecutively.”  Cahill said that the State sentencing guidelines call for misdemeanors – and even additional pending felony property offenses – to be sentenced concurrently with any felony property sentence imposed, and that the prosecutor has no leverage in this matter.  Assistant City Attorney Godon said that misdemeanors (90 days maximum) by themselves can be “stacked” at sentencing, with up to four consecutive 90-day sentences imposed.  The coordinator said the defendant was arrested and booked for open bottle in the LaSalle community garden during the time he was mistakenly released from custody, and that this misdemeanor case resulted in a guilty plea with a sentence to be served concurrently with that of the theft.  He characterized this as a “free crime” with no consequences for the defendant.  The coordinator said that in the defendant’s case, it might have made more sense to dismiss the felony and go for multiple misdemeanor sentences served consecutively to get the maximum amount of time in custody, which is the community’s priority since the defendant is incorrigible.  He said that it’s ridiculous for the criminal justice system to ignore the defendant’s history and impact on the community and treat him as any kind of “first-time” offender.  The coordinator suggested that it might make more sense to prosecute each misdemeanor as quickly as possible, to avoid the practice of plea bargaining additional offenses away.  Godon said that her office preferred to try to “stack” the offenses and get consecutive sentences for as many as possible.  Cahill said that prosecutors need to look at each situation and determine the best approach.  Community Probation Officer Harrington said that a felony conviction is preferable because the offender accumulates points in the sentencing guidelines system, which can lead to greater consequences for subsequent offenses.  Cahill said that the defendant will be on unsupervised probation for two years, with the condition that he remain law abiding.  Godon said that the defendant will commit more crimes as soon as he’s out of the workhouse, and then his remaining time can be revoked and he will have to serve the balance of his sentence.  The coordinator said that this is not reassuring to the community, since the defendant will have to – and, indeed, is expected to – commit more crimes in order to get the full penalty for the one he’s already been convicted of.  Godon agreed.

Damberg suggested that we need legislation to address the way the criminal justice system handles chronic offenders who commit large numbers of misdemeanors, especially when they are considered first-time offenders under the sentencing guidelines when they commit a felony.  Cahill agreed that this is a problem and said that he has spoken with Representative  Karen Clark about it.  Godon said that Clark helped pass a bill last year, which went into effect August 1, to enhance the penalties for repeated convictions for misdemeanor trespassing and loitering with intent to commit prostitution.  She said that they can be charged under State statute, instead of City ordinance, as gross misdemeanors, and that on the third conviction the sentences can be increased to a maximum of 365 days, instead of 90 days.  There was a discussion about “bait” programs and about prison capacity.  

The discussion returned to the Howlett case.  Community Probation Officer Schwalen said that the outcome of the case would have been better if the court had 1) assigned a probation officer to supervise the defendant, and 2) geographically restricted him from the neighborhood.  Cahill agreed that the restriction would have helped the community.  There was a question about whether the defendant, who appears to have a lot of alcohol- and drug-related arrests, had ever been offered treatment as an option.  Godon said that the defendant has had numerous opportunities for treatment and that he has burned all his bridges.  Cahill said that he had been mistaken, and that the defendant’s only condition of release was that he have no same or similar convictions for felony theft, not that he simply remain law abiding.  Community members expressed frustration about that decision, too.  Harrington said that the reality of the situation is that the defendant is not going anywhere and that the community needs to call 911 when he is offending and then follow up with law enforcement to try to get consequences.  Godon said that judges often dismiss misdemeanor charges if the City Attorney’s special top offender prosecutors are not present to make sure the community’s concerns are heard.  Shardlow emphasized the importance of using the State statute trespass notice mentioned by Godon, which property owners or managers can use to get offenders trepsassed from their property for two years.  

Jacobs asked if we could get a response from Judge Connolly regarding his decisions in the Howlett case.  Cahill said that, for ethical reasons, judges are not permitted to respond to questions about specific cases.  He suggested that we contact the judge if the defendant re-offends and violates his conditions of release – commits another felony theft – and ask that the remainder of the sentence be revoked.  Cahill said that the reality of bench culture can lead to the community’s frustration in cases like this.  He said that Judge Connolly was well aware of the community’s concerns about this chronic offender, but was unwilling to take that into account under the circumstances.  Strobel asked what we could do to enlighten the judge.  Tvedt said that judges stand for election periodically.  Harrington asked about the best way for the community to communicate with the County Attorney’s office.  Cahill said that he preferred e-mail, Pete.Cahill@co.hennepin.mn.us , but that he was leaving the position in about six weeks.  The coordinator said that the community impact process currently has no mechanism to hold anyone in the system accountable if the community’s requests are ignored and the outcome of a case harms the neighborhood.  Strobel suggested that a letter to Judge Connolly expressing the community’s disappointment and concerns about the case would be in order.  He said that it’s crucial to provide consequences for these kinds of minor offenses in order to deter offenders from committing more serious ones, and that the judge needs to understand this.  Gunderson suggested that a petition signed by community members be attached to demonstrate the level of concern.  Harrington said a letter might help if the sentence ever goes for revocation, because the case will then go back to Judge Connolly.  

On a motion by Dee Tvedt, seconded by Barb Jacobs, the committee decided to send a letter to Judge Francis Connolly summarizing the concerns and issues raised by the outcome of the Theoplias Howlett felony theft case, making it clear that, should the defendant’s sentence be revoked, the community wants the court to order that the defendant 1) be incarcerated for the remainder of his sentence, or 2) be geographically restricted from area 2 of the 5th Precinct if he is conditionally released.

COMMUNITY PROSECUTOR REPORT – Assistant City Attorney Lisa Godon

Godon distributed copies of the CLEAN sheet, a list with mugshots of the 5th Precinct’s top 30 offenders which is updated weekly with court conditions, appearance dates, and warrant and custody information.  She said that the list has been changed since the last meeting, with six offenders removed and six new ones added.  Godon said that, right now, eight of the 30 are in custody.  She said that she is still working on an analysis of the offenders on the list over the past year or so to determine whether this special attention has resulted in increased jail time for them; so far, it appears that the initiative has been very successful.  Tvedt thanked Godon for doing this, and said that she – and other Block Patrol members – appreciates the help in putting names to faces which are frequently encountered on the streets.

Godon reported that she attended a meeting on the north side sponsored by the Urban League about repealing the City ordinance prohibiting lurking with intent to commit a crime.  She said that the presentations, made by Michelle Gross of Communities United Against Police Brutality and Guy Gambill of the Council on Crime and Justice, among others, were discouraging and one-sided, and that many speakers characterized the ordinance as designed to criminalize “walking while black.”  Godon said that Council Member Cam Gordon is sponsoring the proposal, but that he may not have enough support on the Council to succeed in even getting the issue on the agenda.  She said that the MPD and City Attorney’s office are opposed to the repeal.  Council Member Lilligren stated at a Whittier Alliance meeting that he is opposed to the repeal.  Godon said that things can change, and that she will keep the committee posted.

COMMUNITY PROBATION REPORT – Probation Officers Bobbi Harrington and Jean Schwalen

Schwalen reported that her clients were either all in jail or prison, or in compliance with their probation conditions.  She spoke about participating in a recent 8 a.m. Block Patrol shift focused on activity at Franklin & Nicollet, and said that things were quiet until a prostitute started propositioning customers as they came out of the liquor store.

MINNEAPOLIS POLICE REPORT – Crime Prevention Specialist Sarah Mahmud

Mahmud distributed copies of a map of Part 1 crimes reported in the neighborhood between February 20 and March 20.  There were:

· 2 aggravated robberies of person, on March 10 at 1:15 a.m. in which the victim, entering an apartment building, was confronted in a hallway by a suspect with a gun who demanded money; and on March 15 at 9:30 p.m. in which the victim, walking home from work, was approached by a group of five male suspects who assaulted and robbed him – two male juveniles were arrested.

· 1 aggravated assault, on February 27 at 5 p.m. on the 1800 block of Nicollet Ave, in which the victim refused to cooperate with police.

· 2 motor vehicles thefts, including a delivery vehicle, parked and left running while the driver went into a building.

· 2 stolen vehicles recovered, including one stolen from St Cloud and recovered during a traffic stop.

· 3 thefts from motor vehicles.

· 2 burglaries of dwelling, during daytime hours, one involving the cutting of a window screen, the other unforced entry in which an acquaintance of the victim is a suspect.

Mahmud distributed copies of a notice to residents and apartment building owners and managers about reports of seven laundry room burglaries in the 5th Precinct recently.  “The suspect usually gains unforced entry to the buildings, then pries open and breaks into laundry machines to steal coins.  The times and days of the week when the incidents occur seem to vary significantly.  Police have noticed that the burglar’s method of operation matches that of convicted burglar George Kary Martin (9/29/61), who was released from jail on February 26 and has been previously arrested for similar crimes in the precinct.  His release appears to coincide with the recent increase in laundry room buarglaries.”  The notice contains a description and mugshots of the suspect, and advises residents to call 911 if they see the suspect in or around their buildings.  Mahmud said this is another reason why it’s important for building owners to post No Trespassing signs.  Tvedt offered to ask Block Patrol to drop off copies of the notices to rental property offices during shifts. 

Mahmud announced that a workshop for rental property owners is set for March 24, and that block leader training is scheduled for April 11 from 7 to 9 p.m. at the 5th Precinct, 3101 Nicollet Ave; contact her at 673-2819 for more information.  There was a discussion about the proliferation of graffiti in the neighborhood and what can be done to stop it.  Vandals are now tagging the walls of brick apartment buildings in the historic district in addition to those of businesses; many dumpsters and mailboxes are also covered with graffiti.  Report graffiti to 311 or online at www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/graffiti  Mahmud reported on a pilot project in the Wedge neighborhood involving outreach to business owners, encouraging them to report and remove graffiti quickly, with Solid Waste crews providing on-the-spot abatement free of charge.  There was a discussion about the proposal being considered by the City Council to change the ordinance restricting the sale of spray paint to minors by requiring that the merchandise be stored in a location either always visible to store employees or inaccessible to the public without help from an employee, and marked with a sign stating that the business does not sell spray paint to minors, and will check i.d.  The proposal also includes a number of inspection and enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance by businesses.  On a motion by Dee Tvedt, seconded by Howard Penas, the committee recommended that SSCO send a letter to the City Council and Mayor in support of the proposed changes to the ordinance restricting the sale of spray paint to minors.  Mahmud said that this measure won’t entirely address the problem, since it only applies to retailers in Minneapolis, but that it will strengthen the City’s efforts to prevent graffiti vandalism.

The coordinator made available copies of a list and maps of livability crimes in an area encompassing Stevens Square-Loring Heights and the section of Whittier from Franklin Ave to 24th St.  For the period from February 20 to March 18, there were 15 alcohol-related arrests (16 in 2006), 15 narcotics-related arrests (28 in 2006), and no prostitution-related arrests (1 in 2006).  Year-to-date, there have been 62 arrests for these kinds of offenses (139 in 2006).  Seven chronic offenders were arrested during this period.  The coordinator said that there has been a 71% drop in narcotics-related arrests year-to-date, from 97 in 2006 to 28 this year.  This appears to coincide with the decline in the amount of street crime reported in the Clinton sector.  The coordinator made available copies of summaries of police reports of incidents and arrests in specific areas.  For the period from February 20 to March 18, 17 reports were generated in the Clinton sector (3rd Ave to 4th Ave, I-94 to Franklin Ave) and 36 in the Nicollet corridor (1st Ave to LaSalle Ave / Blaisdell Ave, I-94 to 24th St).  All of these reports, updated weekly, are available on the crime information page at www.sscoweb.org 

PRIORITY CONCERNS / HOT SPOTS / CHRONIC OFFENDERS

· Community forum on bike and pedestrian safety – The board did not approve the recommendation to sponsor the forum and referred the proposal back to the committee, citing the need for more clarification and details about the forum, including specifics about the presenters, presentations, and the potential audience for the event.  The committee discussed what kinds of resources might be made available at a forum, such as literature from SAFE and information about bike registration, and decided to conduct a full discussion of the proposal at the April meeting.

· Bikes on sidewalks in commercial districts – The Nicollet Ave special services district may be interested in the proposal to install signage along Eat Street to inform the public that riding a bike on the sidewalk in the commercial district is prohibited by law.  The coordinator has contacted Public Works staff to find out the cost of producing and installing such signs.  The service district board meets next in June and would be willing to listen to anyone with such a proposal, which does not need to have the support of an organization.  The committee decided to discuss the matter further when the primary advocate for the signage is present.

· 110 East 18th St – The amount of graffiti on this abandoned property has increased over the past month.

· 1806 3rd Ave – There is a report of periodic drug dealing out of an apartment in this building.  The police and property owner are working to resolve the problem.

· 1808 Stevens Ave – There is a report of drug dealing out of this apartment building.

· 1906 1st Ave – Police conducted a successful narcotics raid at an apartment in this building on March 7 and arrested one resident for a felony narcotics violation and cited another for disorderly house.  There are reports that the activity is ongoing.  The property manager reported that the suspects will be out by the end of March.  There are surveillance cameras covering the front and back doors of the building.

· 310 East 18th St – The MPD narcotics unit executed a search warrant at a condo in this building on February 23, recovered a large amount of marijuana and cocaine, and arrested a resident for a felony narcotics violation.

· Litter in the Clinton sector and around the park – The coordinator reported that he has received a number of complaints about the large amount of trash and litter which accumulates daily in the blocks around the park and in the vicinity of 19th & Clinton.  Others mentioned that dog waste is a problem all over the neighborhood, and especially in the park.  A spring Clean Sweep project has not yet been scheduled; the coordinator will contact Clinton Ave block leaders to come up with a plan to deal with the problems in that area.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE COMMUNITY ACTION REPORT – Dee Tvedt

Tvedt reported that there are two bills pending in the Legislature – House file 2210 and Senate file 1940 – which would provide funding for restorative justice programs.  She encouraged citizens to call Representative Karen Clark and Senator Scott Dibble and thank them for their leadership and support, and to call Senator Linda Berglin and ask that she support the measure.  Tvedt announced that the next RJCA community conference with 5th Precinct offenders is set for May 23 at 5:30 p.m.; call Kolu Paye at 746-0784 for further information about how to participate.

Tvedt said that the program is considering adding certain offenses to the list of those which can be addressed in community conferences.  She said that RJCA staff wanted input from the committee about whether any of the following offenses should be made eligible for the program.  Harrington said that, as long as the offenders are properly screened, any of these offenses would be appropriate for the process.

1) Disorderly house.  This is a misdemeanor often charged when police raid a drug house and find evidence of narcotics or prostitution activity.  The coordinator said that SSCO, police, and property managers use this offense as a tool to get drug offenders out of buildings in the neighborhood, and recommended that this offense not be added to the RJCA list.  The committee agreed.

2) Keys in ignition – vehicle running, but no one inside.  Open ignition violators are currently subject to a fine.  There was a discussion about incidents over the winter in which vehicles were stolen because of this careless behavior.  The committee decided to support adding this offense to the RJCA list.

3) Trespass.  This is a misdemeanor if charged under City ordinance, a gross misdemeanor if charged under State statute.  Police and prosecutors encourage property owners to issue statutory trespass notices, enforceable for two years, to those they don’t want on their property; police can enforce the ordinance when No Trespassing signs are posted at a property.  Law enforcement considers these to be effective tools to keep intruders away from and out of both residential and commercial properties.  The coordinator reported that there have been 21 trespassing arrests in the area this year, 7 of which involved chronic offenders.  There was a discussion of trespassing people who cut through yards and in between buildings, and of whether RJCA could conference first-time offenses for such violations.  The committee decided to support adding this offense to the RJCA list, especially for first-time offenders.  

4) Dog ordinance – off leash and failure to pick up feces.  The coordinator said that last year, when the committee was trying to come up with ways to address these problems, an agreement – with SSCO’s strong support – was reached with RJCA staff and leaders, Council Member Lilligren, the City Attorney, MPD, Park police, and Animal Control that these offenses should be added to the RJCA list, at least in the 5th Precinct.  The committee supports this decision.

The coordinator will provide these recommendations to RJCA staff.

BLOCK PATROL REPORT – Judy Austin

Austin reported that, between February 23 and March 21, 12 volunteers participated in 15 shifts, contributing a total of 57.5 hours.  At least two shifts were cancelled due to lack of volunteers or bad weather.  Probation Officer Schwalen participated in the 8 a.m. shift on March 21.  Block Patrol participated in the Fancy Pants Ball at the Van Dusen Carriage House on February 24, directing vehicles to parking spaces and celebrants to the event in the midst of the worst blizzard in seven years.  Austin shared a story from the Block Patrol logbook.

SAFETY COORDINATOR REPORT – Dave Delvoye

The coordinator reported that the task force to address alcohol-related crime, led by Council Member Lilligren and sponsored by SSCO and the Whittier Alliance, met on February 28, and that 18 of the 20 members attended.  He said that the task force agreed on the scope (the area bounded by I-94, 4th Ave, 24th St, and LaSalle Ave or Blaisdell Ave) and purpose (to reduce alcohol-related crime in this area) of the project.  The group reviewed area crime statistics for the past two years and brainstormed ideas to address the problems which had been identified at the February 22 Safety committee meeting.  Seven action items were subsequently identified, and first steps have been taken to convene meetings with the owner and manager of Franklin Nicollet Liquor and with those leading and participating in the Heading Home Hennepin project to end homelessness.  A list of chronic alcohol offenders in the area is being compiled, and Block Patrol has scheduled some morning shifts to cover the time when the activity at Franklin & Nicollet is reported to be most problematic.  Other community stakeholders will also be invited to participate.  Damberg said that the liquor store made an initial concession at the meeting by agreeing to remove the phone booth on the property, which reportedly generates $200 in revenue per month.  The coordinator said that, once these initial meetings have taken place and the information has been gathered, the task force will reconvene for an update and the assignment of further tasks.

The coordinator reported that he had a conversation with Council Member Lilligren about the 5th Precinct staffing situation which was discussed at the February meeting.  He said that Inspector Arneson stated at a recent Law Enforcement Group meeting that the precinct is below its customary staffing level, but that she anticipates the assignment of new Police Academy graduates will boost the numbers.  The coordinator said that Arneson’s priority is to adequately staff 911 response while maintaining and expanding the neighborhood beat patrols.  The Nicollet Ave beat is about to be temporarily eliminated because the remaining officer has been promoted and reassigned.  The coordinator thanked Inspector Arneson for her ongoing commitment to staffing the Stevens Square – Whittier day and night beat patrols, which have played a crucial role in significantly reducing crime in the area.

SSCO Safety Committee minutes, March 2007, prepared by Dave Delvoye.
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