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Crime Prevention at the 
Crossroads
Dr. Adam Sutton, Director, Crime Prevention and Criminology, South Australia.
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I have titled this talk "crime 
prevention at the 
crossroads". In some ways,
I think, a better heading 
would be "DON'T SHOOT 
THE POLICYMAKERS; 
THEY'RE DOING THEIR 
BEST". At the outset I 
should tell you that for my 
sins I am a policy person. In 
fact, I have had a fairly 
significant hand in 
developing and helping 
implement the South 
Australian Strategy Together 
Against Crime, which in 
many respects is the parallel 
of your Good 
Neighbourhood Project.
One of the great challenges 
for us in South Australia has 
been to persuade people like 
yourselves, who have to 
devise and run local 
initiatives and ensure they 
survive, that it is 
worthwhile to work through 
our often complex 
requirements in order to be 
able to receive much -  
(often, I might say, 
desperately) needed funds.

Today I want to convince 
you that despite the 
inconvenience, there are 
good reasons for developing 
and adhering to clear crime 
prevention policies, rules 
and guidelines. In fact I 
want to argue that if we 
don't stick with them, there 
is reason to believe that the 
new approaches to crime 
prevention exemplified by

Victoria's Good 
Neighbourhood and South 
Australia's Together Against 
Crime strategy will be at 
risk. My evidence derives 
mainly from observations 
made and materials 
collected during a study 
tour in 1989, with South 
Australia's Attorney-General 
and senior police, of crime 
prevention in seven 
overseas countries: France, 
The Netherlands, Canada, 
the US, Great Britain, 
Sweden and Finland. This 
followed several years' 
reviewing crime, and crime 
control, in Australia.

From this, I think I have 
obtained some reasonable 
insights on why community 
based approaches to crime 
prevention have developed, 
where and how they have 
been successful and, most 
importantly, what the 
alternatives are to these new 
approaches. All this has 
convinced me that crime 
prevention in Australia 
desperately needs a change 
in direction. Hence the 
emergency of the new 
philosophies and programs 
such as Good
Neighbourhood. Hopefully 
by the end of the talk I'll 
also have persuaded you 
(although perhaps there is 
no need, given that you're 
all here) that it's in 
everyone's interest -  not the 
least being the young

people involved with Good 
Neighbourhood -  that we 
stay with and in fact 
strengthen and revitalise the 
new approaches.

My basis thesis is that 
Australia, like most western 
countries, has reached a 
crisis in crime prevention. 
Either we continue to rely 
exclusively on criminal 
justice reactions -  more 
police, longer sentences, 
bigger prisons -  or we take a 
completely fresh look, and 
try new ways.

The point was brought 
home to me in the study 
tour, by being able directly 
to compare the United 
States with France, The 
Netherlands and several 
other European countries.
In the United States, we 
were confronted with the 
vision -  perhaps a better 
word is "spectre" -  of the 
future, if Australia continues 
to rely on the criminal 
justice approach.

As many of you may 
know, some time last year 
the US passed the landmark 
of having a standing 
population of a million 
adults in gaol at any one 
time. Penalties and 
sentences are becoming 
increasingly severe and 
(following US Supreme 
Court approval) many States 
have introduced the death 
penalty and are applying it 
with growing enthusiasm.

Law enforcement 
technology has become 
more and more 
sophisticated and 
expensive. In the US police 
don't just have the usual 
sub-machine guns and 
high-tech computers: tanks 
and even submarines are 
being thrown into in the 
"war against crime" (as they 
tend to call it).

In fact the US has 
reached a point where even 
law enforcement experts 
themselves worry that 
police are becoming so 
technically sophisticated 
and remote that the State 
won't be able to afford to 
provide adequate protection 
for the entire population. 
Already, the private security 
industry in the US is 
burgeoning, but with few 
standards set or regulations 
applied, (a favourite joke is 
out of the country's "ten 
most wanted", four or five 
invariable have worked in 
private security). The danger 
is that before long it will be 
accepted that in the US only 
the wealthy can obtain 
adequate protection from 
crime.

What this all amounts to 
is a society divided: between 
the mainstream and what 
are perceived as "criminal 
elements". Just as the "law 
abiding" tend to be more 
and more fearful and 
punitive, "outsiders" 
increasingly will become 
alienated and predatory.

Nowhere is the human 
fact of the problem more 
evident that in Washington, 
DC: a city roughly the same 
size as my State's capital, 
Adelaide, but with 18-24 
times its rate of murders.
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The great majority of 
perpetrators and victims 
belong, of course, to an 
angry and resentful black 
underclass. My favourite 
anecdote from this part of 
the 1989 study tour 
concerns my companion, a 
South Australian Chief 
Superintendent of Police. 
After a week in Washington, 
he confessed that he now 
was reluctant even to take a 
stroll around the block 
adjoining our downtown 
hotel. Not so much because 
he was afraid of becoming a 
victim himself, but because 
of the myriad serious and 
minor offences he 
invariably would witness 
and, in a sense, aid and abet 
if he didn't intervene. It was 
inside our hotel, although, 
that the Superintendent and 
I came across the most 
depressing evidence that 
despite all its problems, the 
US still had no prospect of 
breaking the vicious cycle of 
ever-spiralling social 
disorder matched by ever- 
increasing reliance on 
criminal justice reactions. 
Probably you won't recall, 
but January 1989 was 
Inauguration Month: a time 
when everyone with a claim 
to power, wealth or status -  
or to have helped George 
Bush in his campaign -  was 
in town to help celebrate 
the new President's 
swearing in. A small part of 
this entourage -  but a large 
and very rowdy presence in 
our hotel — was a police 
contingent from Boston, 
Massachussetts. The Boston 
force's contribution to the 
Bush campaign was to have 
denounced Michael Dukakis 
-  their Governor and Bush's 
opponent -  as "soft on 
crime". In a campaign 
which had strong law and 
order themes, Boston's 
"coming out" in this way 
had been a telling blow. 
Their police's pride of place 
in the inaugural parade was, 
to my mind, a striking 
symptom of America's 
continuing inability to 
come to terms with the 
crime problems devastating 
its major cities.

Well, as I said, that's one 
vision, one spectre, of 
Australia's future. It may 
well be a future that's not 
far off. Australian 
expenditures on law and 
order have shot up in the 
last few decades, as have our 
crime rates. According to at 
least one reputable 
international survey, we're 
now well ahead of Western 
Europe, and not far behind 
the US, for most types of 
offending (particularly 
property crime).

Which makes it all the 
more important to ask "are 
there alternatives?", "what 
other approaches can be 
tried?"

One strategy -  based on 
very different perceptions of 
crime and its prevention -  is 
the so-called 
"Bonnemaison" model, 
which we saw in France. 
(Bonnemaison, incidentally, 
is not so much an abstract 
concept as a very real 
person, first name Gilbert, 
who as well as chairing the 
committee that set 
guidelines for crime 
prevention in France in the 
early 1980s is a member of 
France's national parliament 
and Mayor of a town in 
Paris called Epinay.)

The essence of the 
Bonnemaison model is that 
it was based on a hierachy 
of crime prevention 
committees, at the national, 
regional and communal 
(town or city) levels. I won't 
be able to describe in detail 
how they worked, but it's 
important to give some idea 
of their functions because 
this "crime prevention 
infrastructure" has been 
critical to effectiveness of 
the scheme.

The national committee 
was chaired by France's 
Prime Minister and had 50 
members. It included 
representatives of all the key 
national government 
ministries (for example 
Interior, Justice, Youth and 
Sport) as well as mayors of 
major towns and cities and 
representatives of employer, 
trade union and other 
bodies. The national

committee's key roles were:
• to make funds (about $9 

million per year 
nationally) available for 
crime prevention 
initiatives;

• to ensure that all the key 
departments in the 
national government 
supported the scheme 
(this was very 
important);

• to set broad crime 
prevention "themes" for 
each year.
second group of 

committees, at the regional 
level, comprised key 
administrators and mayors. 
Such committees were more 
bureaucratic and low key, 
but they played a critical 
"behind the scenes" role in 
ensuring that prevention 
plans prepared by towns or 
cities in a particular region 
were properly co-ordinated 
and conformed to 
guidelines.

The third, and in many 
respects most important, set 
of crime prevention 
committees were for major 
towns or cities. Each of 
these was chaired by the 
local mayor, and had equal 
numbers of representatives 
from national and local 
authorities. Non
government agencies also 
could tend, in a non-voting 
capacity.

The task of these local 
crime prevention 
committees was to:
• analyse their town or 

city's problems;
• review resources for 

dealing with them;
• develop a one year plan; 
and
• conclude a contract with 

the National Committee, 
to implement the plan. 
The national government

would put some funds into 
each crime prevention plan, 
but the town or city itself 
was expected to contribute 
the majority. Emphasis 
always was on making most 
of the existing resources (eg 
schools, sporting clubs, 
youth programs) rather 
than setting up a whole set 
of separate new initiatives. 

The outcome of this

philosophy has been some 
remarkably eclectic and 
imaginative approaches to 
crime prevention. Plans 
developed for particular 
regions have ranged a 
spectrum from upgraded 
computer equipment and 
administrative support for 
police on one hand to 
youth and community 
development initiatives on 
the other. Almost invariably, 
each plan has included a 
mixture both of responses 
to immediate crises and 
longer term programs to 
address underlying social 
causes such as poor 
housing, unemployment 
and the alienation of 
minority groups. Activities 
included in 1985 and 1986 
crime prevention contracts 
for Lille are a good 
illustration. They 
encompassed:
• provision of a site for 

gypsies;
• a community 

development program in 
a housing estate;

• sponsorship of training, 
self-employment and 
sales-outlet schemes for 
young ex-prisoners;

• development of boxing 
clubs and other 
recreational programs;

• installation of security 
doors in the landings of 
blocks of flats in high 
crime areas;

• fitting special alarms in 
old people's flats and 
houses.
Despite their variety, 

Lille's plans were far from a 
miscellany: all built in a 
systematic way on local 
infrastructure, and all 
formed part of clearly 
articulated plans that could 
be, and were, defended by 
diverse interests at the local, 
regional and national levels. 
Moreover, in contrast to 
places like Washington, 
France's approach appears 
to have been working: rates 
of many crimes are 
steadying and even 
declining, in towns and 
cities where crime 
prevention committees have 
been active.

France, of course, is not
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the only country to have 
resolved to tackle crime "at 
the source". Another is The 
Netherlands, which during 
the 1980s began to think 
out new approaches to 
prevention. Dutch crime 
prevention has also put 
emphasis on working 
closely with local 
authorities but compared 
with France there has been 
greater concentration on 
targeted initiatives and 
more reliance on technical 
expertise.

The blueprint for 
Netherlands crime 
prevention philosophy is 
Society and Crime: A Policy 
Plan for The Netherlands, 
published in 1985. One of 
the most closely reasoned 
arguments yet published on 
the need for community- 
based crime prevention, it 
begins by pointing out that 
since World War II, The 
Netherlands has seen 
significant growth in 
assaults, property crimes 
and other "common 
offences". This has occurred 
despite considerable 
increases in resources 
devoted to criminal justice 
and in the numbers of 
people apprehended and 
prosecuted. Society and 
Crime concludes that the 
justice system on its own is 
not likely to be effective in 
preventing crime.

To overcome these 
problems, Dutch policy 
makers have articulated 
three lines of strategy. The 
first is to improve physical 
design and security in 
shopping centres, car parks, 
housing estates and other 
relevant venues: to 
operationalise, as it were, 
Newman's concepts of 
defensible space.

The second involves re
introducing people into 
relevant environments: 
people such as concierges, 
information officers, sports 
trainers and youth workers 
who can "keep an eye on 
things" and will accept 
responsibility to take some 
action if lawbreaking or 
public disorder is occurring. 
The Dutch argue that

during the 60s and 70s, 
Western societies put so 
much emphasis on cost 
reduction and automation 
that often they denuded 
public transport and urban 
centres of the official 
presence needed to 
maintain order. To reverse 
these trends, schemes such 
as the SIC (Security, 
Information and Control) 
program have resulted in 
about 1,300 general purpose 
officers being reintroduced 
into the public transport 
systems of three cities. 
Recruitment has 
concentrated on 
unemployed young people, 
and women and ethnic 
minorities are well 
represented. Evaluation 
suggests that the progam 
has significantly reduced 
fare-evasion, and that cost 
of vandalism have stabilised 
or fallen slightly.

The third arm of Dutch 
crime prevention has 
involved finding ways to 
strengthen bonds between 
young people and society, 
particularly through 
schools, leisure activities, 
and employment. Programs 
funded under this aegis are 
similar, in many respects, to 
those forming part of the 
Bonnemaison scheme, but 
the Dutch put greater 
emphasis on restoring a 
sense of discipline which, 
they argue, has been eroded 
by a decline in the influence 
of "socialising pillars" such 
as the church and schools. 
For example, a model 
shopping centre program in 
Rotterdam has involved 
young people being given 
special privileges (a drop in 
centre, sports and leisure 
programs) but in return 
being required to develop 
and adhere to a special code 
of behaviour while at the 
centre.

France and The 
Netherlands are just two 
examples of the new trends 
in crime prevention which 
emerged in Western Europe 
during the 1980s. The 
important thing about them 
is not just that they have 
potential to be far more

effective than traditional 
approaches but that they 
are based on a far more 
sophisticated conceptual 
outlook. This outlook rejects 
both the simplistic view 
that crime rates can be 
reversed merely by 
intensifying police and 
criminal justice reactions 
and the sweeping argument 
that increases in welfare and 
social justice will provide 
the panacea. Given the 
strong evidence that 
countries such as Sweden, 
Denmark and The 
Netherlands, which have 
developed some of the most 
effective social welfare nets, 
also have experienced some 
of the most dramatic 
increases in crime, it no 
longer is acceptable to 
dismiss crime prevention 
merely as an unwarranted 
diversion from the more 
important task of social 
reform.

The question remains, 
though, how to apply these 
new concepts in Australia?
If experience in my own 
State is any indication there 
will be significant 
difficulties and challenges, 
despite the benefits which 
could flow.

Problems arise for at least 
two reasons.

The first is that despite 
endless research, there is 
still no consensus in 
Australia even about the 
factors that have triggered 
off the post war crime wave 
-  much less about the most 
effective prevention 
policies. Inconclusive 
debate still rages in the 
media and elsewhere on 
whether causes lie in 
increased family 
breakdown, social 
inequality, declining values, 
consumerism, lack of 
discipline, ineffectual 
penalties and so on. As my 
Minister is fond of saying 
(particularly in my 
presence): "if economics is 
the dismal science, 
criminology is the very, very 
dismal one".

Secondly, and most 
important, Australia lacks 
readymade structures for

deciding when debate ends 
and systematic 
implementation of policy 
begins. In effect, this is 
what The Netherlands and 
France have succeeded in 
doing.

Invariably, outsiders to 
France gain the impression 
that the current approach 
has arisen out of bipartisan 
consensus about the nature 
and causes of crime and the 
most appropriate strategies 
for prevention. All major 
towns and cities, it seems, 
have endorsed the 
Bonnemaison approach -  
regardless of the political 
affiliations of their mayors 
and councils.

In fact, when one reviews 
relevant literature, on 
discovers quite extensive 
debate politically, in 
academic circles and at all 
levels of government. The 
"law and order" lobby has 
been quite strong in France, 
and among liberals there 
was considerable concern at 
use of the concept of "crime 
prevention" in such an all 
embracing way. Some even 
argued that crime 
prevention was becoming a 
mechanism for new 
interests to take over youth 
and other social programs.

Ultimately, the French 
overcame these divisions 
through political discipline. 
The Socialist Party, through 
its President, Prime Minister 
and local mayors effectively 
imposed the new approach 
on a wide range of cities 
and municipalities. In 
France's basically two-tiered 
system of Government the 
local mayor is a significant 
figure, not unlike our own 
State Premiers. The Bonne
maison scheme initially 
gained momentum because 
mayors were able to ensure 
the agencies in their region 
cooperated with one 
another and with relevant 
national departments. 
Without this strong impetus 
it is unlikely that the 
scheme would have been 
able to take root, and 
eventually assume a 
bipartisan nature.

Even in The Netherlands,
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which traditionally has 
been much less polarised on 
law and order, crime 
prevention programs were 
able to be implemented 
through a network of local 
mayors, prosecutors and 
policy already well used to 
collaborating closely on 
crime and justice issues. 
Australia lacks such a ready 
made infrastructure. Yet, as 
mentioned earlier, it 
probably has even greater 
need to break the cycle of 
dealing with crime simply 
by more intensive policing 
and punishment of 
minorities who themselves 
are, in many respects, 
society's victims.

Despite the problems, 
however, attempts are being 
made. For example, in 
South Australia we have 
developed a comprehensive 
strategy which modifies and 
adapts elements of both the 
French and the Dutch 
approaches. South 
Australia's Together Against 
Crime scheme has two 
major aims. One is to work 
through a network of 
regionally based 
committees, similar to the 
French, which will develop 
and implement 
comprehensive local 
prevention plans. The 
second is to establish a 
state-wide Coalition Against 
Crime, chaired by the 
Premier. The key to the 
Coalition is its series of 
expert working parties, 
addressing issues such as 
violence-reduction, alcohol, 
drugs and crime and crime 
prevention through 
improved urban and 
housing design. Each 
working party will develop 
its own program of 
seminars, discussion papers 
and workshops to generate 
ideas about, and widespread 
involvement in, crime 
prevention.In addition, 
each will be identifying and 
recommending exemplary 
projects with state wide 
significance which can be 
fed into local initiatives. For 
example, the alcohol, drugs 
and crime group already has 
advocated support for a

Server Responsibility 
Program, developed in 
conjunction with the hotels 
industry and aimed at 
reducing alcohol-related 
violence in licensed venues, 
while the urban and 
housing design group 
actively is exploring ways 
for each major new urban 
development in South 
Australia to incorporate 
crime prevention planning 
and building standards.

South Australia's strategy 
was launched late in 1989, 
and it is far too early to say 
whether it is a success. 
However there are 
encouraging signs. Ten local 
crime prevention 
committees already have 
commenced work on 
comprehensive crime 
prevention plans with one -  
Noarlunga -  now at the 
stage of applying to 
government for funds. 
Despite the diversity of 
interests represented, a 
crime prevention group for 
the Adelaide Central 
Business District has been 
able to articulate a plan 
whose elements include:
• business watch and 

safety shop schemes;
• assessing and upgrading 

key aspects of the 
physical environment 
(lighting, car parks etc);

• assessing and upgrading 
key aspects of physical 
environment (lighting, 
car parks etc);

• intensified police patrols 
in identified problem 
areas;

• "blue light" recreational 
camps for young people 
frequenting the inner 
city;

• a "fast tracking" system 
for young offenders 
perceived to be at risk;

• appointment of a crime 
prevention project officer 
to coordinate youth 
support schemes in the 
inner city.
Moreover there are signs 

of broad-based support for 
the new approach. 
Opposition parties have 
agreed to join the Coalition 
Against Crime, and virtually 
all candidates in the May 4,

1991 elections for Adelaide 
City Council endorsed 
aspects of the plan.

On the basis of South 
Australia's experience, and 
given the evidence we see 
here today that your 
Victorian Good 
Neighbourhood Project -  
which started at least 12 
months before ours -  has 
flourished, perhaps we can 
be allowed a little optimism 
that Australia will find more 
positive ways to prevent 
crime. However, please let 
us not underestimate the 
dangers that lie ahead for 
policymakers who advocate 
and take responsibility for 
new approaches.

For example, how are 
they to establish and 
maintain credibility with a 
youth sector which is 
dealing with growing 
numbers of disadvantaged 
and marginalised young 
people desperately in need 
of support? Who can blame 
workers in this predicament 
for feeling angry and even 
betrayed when project 
applications appear to have 
been denied "merely 
because they don't fit with 
abstract crime prevention 
guidelines and plans"?

How are policymakers to 
overcome the immense 
problems involved in 
getting even agencies at the 
State level to co-ordinate 
and provide a lead -  because 
remember that government 
bodies to often nowadays 
are overburdened and 
under-resourced?

(I should note here, 
though, that South 
Australian agencies such as 
the Police Department, 
Family and Community 
Services and Correctional 
Services have lent strong 
support to the crime 
prevention strategy.)

How are they to convince 
local government that they 
should assume a stronger 
role in crime prevention: a 
role that doesn't simply 
involve them taking on a 
nasty task that no other tier 
of government wants?

Finally, and most 
importantly, how are

meaningful long-term crime 
prevention programs to be 
maintained in increasingly 
nervous and unstable 
political environments 
where, it seems, only the 
"snake oil merchants with 
instant solutions are 
guaranteed an immediate 
and widespread hearing. 
(How many of you have 
heard of youth curfew 
proposals in South 
Australia, but were unaware 
of Together Against Crime.)

All of which brings me 
back to my sub-theme: 
"DON'T SHOOT THE 
POLICYMAKERS". Really, 
there is no need. If you are
patient, there is every 
chance that someone else 
w ill do the job for you. In 
my view, if new approaches 
to crime prevention do win 
the day in Australia, it will 
only be at the expense of 
high casualty rates, with 
most of the dead and 
injured being policy people.

As I said earlier, however, 
attending an event like 
today's celebration of Good 
Neighbourhood helps me 
realise that, whatever the 
sacrifices, it may all be 
worthwhile. Seeing the way 
your initiatives have 
developed in such variety
throughout Victoria, and 
witnessing the support they 
receive from State and Local 
Government Police and 
youth networks has helped 
reinforce my belief that our 
South Australian scheme 
also is on the right track 
and will succeed.

If this does occur, and 
alternative crime prevention 
maintains credibility in two 
States, it will be important 
not just for SA and Victoria 
but the entire country. It 
will show that, although it 
may be late in the day, 
Australians a chance to 
avoid at least some of the 
social decay evident in  
many other Western 
countries, and pursue
modes of prevention that 
are positive and healing, 
rather than destructive and 
divisive.
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