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WATSONVILLE — Add this to
your list of things to be grateful for
this Thanksgiving: there has not
been a single murder in Watsonville
for 13 months. The last killing took
place on Oct. 26 of last year.

And with the holiday season
quickly approaching, the Watson-
ville police department is holding its
collective breath in hopes that the
city makes it through the end of the
year with no homicides.
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A year after six murders, Watsonvill

Look for update on solved and
unsolved 1996 murders in
tomorrow’s newspaper

Part of the authorities’ anxious-
ness comes from the fact that the
holiday season tends to see increas-
esin the levels of stress and desper-
ation in every community. -

“The holidays are a time that we
have to be aware of increased do-
mestic violence and pay attention to
restraining order violations,” said

Watsonville Policé Chief Terry Me-
dina. “We have to work with Defen-
sa de Mujeres and have a lot more
communication + domestic vio-
lence is what I think we’re going to
have to put as much focus on as we
currently have with gang violence.”

A murder-free {1997 would pro-

' vide a stark contgast to last year's
 six fatal attacks and seems to offer

support for the effectiveness of re-
cently-imposed tougher sentencing
laws and local intervention pro-
grams.
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It would also coincide with na-
tionwide trends, which have seen a
general decline in serious crimes in
the first six months of 1997, accord-
ing to FBI reports. Those reports
show a five percent decline in the
West. Nationwide, murder and rob-
bery each dropped nine percent
from the first six-month period in
1996 .-

Similarly, the national murder
rate dropped about 10 percent in
1996 compared to 1995 levels.




Statistics from the FBI's 1996 Uni-
form Crime Reports showed that the

biggest regional drop, of 14 percent, -

took place in the West. Those statis-
tics also demonstrate that nationwide
at least 51 percent of murder victims

knew their attackers. About 30 per- '

cent of murdered women were killed
by their husbands or boyfriends.
Three percent of male victims were
killed by wives or girlfriends.

Last year’s rate of six homicides
was the highest number Watsonville
had seen in at least 14 years, matched
in only one other year in that period:
1990. Two years in that period — 1985
and 1992 — saw no intentional kill-
ings within city limits.

Watsonville Police Chief Terry Me-
dina said no single program is respon-
sible for this year’s relative peace.

“It's a combination of a number of
things,” Medina said. “You never

know which one carries the most
weight at any particular time.”

Medina said that he believes
tougher sentencing laws, such as the
three-strikes law and stiffer punish-
ment for violent crimes, are having
an impact — if only because offend-
ers are spending more time behind
bars. Violent criminals can't re-offend
while still in prison.

Medina also said that harsher sen-
tences and tougher laws are likely de-
terring criminals from carrying lethal
Weapons.

“We're finding a lot less people us-
inggunsthanmthepastandlthink
that’s attributable to weapons en-
hancement charges,” Medina said.

But punishment, meted out oronly
threatened, represents only one piece
of the puzzle, said Medina. The “car-
rots” in the equation are the increas-
ingly successful intervention pro-
grams that teach offenders to turn
their lives around and teach kids to
avoid self-destructive lifestyles.

“The Parks and Recreation De-
partment and community-based orga-
nizations are working to be more suc-
cessful in intervention and breaking
alot of the cycles of violence,” Medi-
na said. “It seems we’re having more
people willing to get out of the gang
lifestyle.”

Medina said anti-violence march-
es helped focus community attention
on the problem and the tragic conse-
quences of violence. He added that a
range of programs has helped to re-
direct the energies and behaviors of
those likely to offend.

~ “The youth center, YMCA and
YWCA, and (anti-gang) BASTA are
doing a good job in relation to pro-
viding more structured activities,”
Medina said. “And then (there are)
programs like Si Se Puede and Teen
Challenge that are long-term in-house
programs that take a long-term strat-

egy to help people get out of the main-
stream of crime and violence.”



