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Watsonville follows California in drop in crime rate

By SCOTT DAVID BRENNAN
STAFF WRITER
AND THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

WATSONVILLE — Despite six
murders in the city last year, the
overall crime rate took a turn for the
better in Watsonville and around the
state.

In Watsonville, rapes, robberies,
auto thefts, larceny and arson were
all down by an average of 23 percent
from 1995. According to the FBI
crime index, Watsonville’s overall
crime rate declined by 13 percent.

Across the state, crime has
dropped to its lowest level since
1968, Attorney General Dan Lungren
said. He credited three-strikes sen-
tencing laws and “community-ori-
ented policing” programs which
stress crime prevention.

Offsetting Watsonville’s numbers

were six murder cases, the highest
number since 1990. Between 1985 to
1995, there was an average of 1.8
murders per year within city limits.

“Clearly this year’s been an ex-
ception,” Watsonville Police Chief
Terry Medina said.

Medina said residents might think
all of the 1996 murders were related
to gang crime, but that only three of
the homicides were gang-related.

Medina said gang activity in the
city is up, despite the improved over-
all crime figures. He said that trend
is evident in the increased rate of
aggravated assault, up eight percent.

Demographics are exacerbating
the problem, Medina said. Experts
say the prime years for criminal ac-
tivity across the nation is 16 to 26
years old. Watsonville’s population
is nearly 30 percent youth, he said.
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Lungren, in his annual “State of
the Public Safety” address Wednes-
day, said crimes reported to the 69
largest police jurisdictions in Cali-
fornia during the first nine months
of 1996 were down 12.3 percent
from the same period of 1995. They
were 20 percent lower than 1994,
when the three-strikes law took ef- |
fect, he said.

Those 69 jurisdictions account
for 58 percent of the state’s popu-
lation. Final statewide figures will
notbe available for several months,
but Lungren said every indication
is that they will closely mirror the
rates in the nine-month report.

Lungren said the crime statistics
show an accelerating pace of crime
reduction over the past four years

—down 0.3 percent in 1993, 6.5 per-
cent in 1994, another 7.0 percent in
1995 and 12.3 percent in 1996 — and
that for the first time there was a
decline in every major crime cate-
gory.

His report said homicides were
down 13.4 percent, forcible rapes
were down 3.4 percent, robbery
dropped 9.9 percent, aggravated
assault declined 9.1 percent, bur-
glary dropped 12.8 percent and mo-
tor vehicle theft was down 15.2.

Lungren acknowledged there are
critics of the three-strikes law who
attribute reduced crime rates to oth-
er factors, including the improved
economy and demographic chang-
es such as the declining percentage
the population in the most crime-
prone age groups.

‘But he claimed the evidence is
overwhelming that the three-strikes
law, which calls for 25-years to life
for a third felony conviction, is the
major reason. He also gave credit
to community-oriented programs

- aimed at preventing youths who

commit minor offenses such as tru-
ancy and grafitti from graduating to
more serious crimes.

“In 1994, this state enacted the
toughest ‘Three strikes and you're
out’ law in the nation ... (which)

- explains California’s double-dxglt

reduction in crime,” he said.
“When you have double-digit re-
ductions in crime never before seen,
and it coincides with tough laws hke
three strikes, the burden of proof is
not on those of us in favor of such
policies,” Lungren said. “The burden
of proof is on the non-believers to
show that tough laws like these are
having no apprec1able effect on the

falling crime rate.”

Lungren focused especially on
the decline in the homicide rate

since 1993, the last year before three
strikes took effect.

“The drop in crime is so dramat-
ic that California suffered at least
1,600 fewer homicides in the last
three years than would have oc-
curred had the 1993 homicide rate
prevailed,” he said.

Lungren, a candidate for the Re-
publican nomination for governor in
1998, used his annual crime statis-
tics address as the basis of a broad-
er philosophical platform of educa-
tional and economic improvements
and a recommitment to family val-

‘ues and high moral principles.

In that context, Lungren chal-
lenged contentions by many Demo-
crats that increased prison popula-
tions caused by the three strikes law
are diverting money from schools to
prisons.

“There is a false dichotomy pro-
moted by some that says govern-
ment cannot serve both priorities,”
he said. “Both are indispensable
obligations.”
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