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Urban crime

Midsummer murder

BALTIMORE

Lack of trustin police forcesis contributing to a spike in murder rates

TTHE cornerin West Baltimore where a
burnt-out pharmacy sits as evidence
of riots, Tay Wizzle, a 26-year-old student,
explains why he thinks the murderrate has
spiked. “It’s a decrease in police presence,”
he says. “The police don't patrol like they
did before the riots. I think they’re pur-
posely doing that to make themselves look
innocent. They ain’t dumb, but they think
everyone here’s stupid.” As he speaks, a
police car arrives and two cops begin ques-
tioning a couple who were parked in a car
with tinted windows. “I've been here an
hour and that’s the first I've seen them,”
says Mr Wizzle. “And they’re just fucking
with people.”

Murders always increase in summer in
America’s cities. The heat brings people—
and guns—out into the streets, where argu-
ments flare up. But this summer has been
particularly bloody. In July 45 people were
murdered in Baltimore. That was the worst
month the city has experienced since Au-
gust1972, when the population was almost
50% larger than itis today. And Baltimore is
not alone. Comprehensive statistics on
murders across America in 2015 do not yet
exist,and itisimpossible to prove whether,
nationally, the murder rate is up or down.
But local figures suggest the number has
jumped in a number of big cities, particu-
larly those with the most entrenched his-
tories of racial strife and high crime.

In Milwaukee, one of America’s most
segregated cities, twice as many people

were killed in the first half of 2015 as in the
same period last year. In St Louis, the cen-
tre of protests against police since last year,
the figure climbed by 60%;in New Orleans,
by 30%;in Washington, Dc, by 18%; in New
York by 11%. The trend is not uniform: Los
Angeles, Phoenix and San Diego have seen
declines in the number of murders in the
first half of this year. But the trend is wide-
spread enough to concern police chiefs,
several of whom metin Washington to dis-
cussrising gun crime on August 3rd.

The apparent uptick comes at a time
when policing in America is troubled. On
August 9th protests to mark the anniversa-
ry of the death of Michael Brown, a black
teenager killed by police in Ferguson, a
suburb of St Louis, ended with the shoot-
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ing of another young black man during an
apparent gunfight with cops. The Washing-
ton Post estimates that 24 unarmed black
men have been killed by the police so far
this year (out of a total of 585 killings by po-
lice). Polling by Gallup suggests thatin June
confidence in the police reached its lowest
level since 1993, a year in which the nation-
almurder rate was double the rate it wasin
2013 and when Congress was preparing to
pass a punitive crime bill.

In Baltimore, few are sure what has
caused the jump. Most link it to the riots
sparked by the death of a young black
man, Freddie Gray, after he was roughly ar-
rested by the city’s police. One possibility
raised shortly after the riots is that drugs
stolen from pharmacies disrupted the
city’s heroin market and set off gang wars.
Anotheristhataslowdown of policing has
indeed had an effect. Data from Balti-
more’s police department suggest that the
number of arrests this year has been lower
than last year orin 2013—and fell drastically
in May, after Mr Gray’s death (see chart).
Another possible reason is disorganisa-
tion: the director of Baltimore’s Operation
Ceasefire, an anti-gun programme which
is credited with reducing crime in cities like
Boston, resigned in March.

Most cities have similar local concerns:
in Milwaukee, the city’s police chief points
to Wisconsin’s loose gun laws. But the fact
that a number of cities have experienced
jumps suggests a national effect may be at
play. Police officers across America are up-
set by the political storm thathas blown up
since the protests in Ferguson last summer:
they often say they feel under siege from
local media and politicians. Baltimore’s
police union says that the decision by the
city’s chief prosecutor, Marilyn Mosby, to
charge the six police officers who arrested
Mr Gray demoralised police officers.

In New York City the police have con-
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» spicuously campaigned against Bill de Bla-
sio, the city’s leftish mayor since last year.
In December and then again in January
they turned their backs on him at the funer-
als of officers murdered by an man who
claimed to be angered by police violence.
Since then, supporters of the police—such
as the New York Post, a scrappy tabloid—
have alleged that Mr de Blasio’s reduction
of the use of stop-and-frisk tactics has con-
tributed to an increase in the murder rate
so far this year. That is a stretch: although
the number of murdersin New York hasin-
creased, the number of shootings so far
this year has remained the same.

Police anger could be a factor in crime
spikes, says Eugene O’Donnell, an aca-
demic at the John Jay College of Criminal
Justice. Cops who feel they have less politi-
cal support may become inclined to do the
bare minimum. But another, more subtle,
effect may also be at play, he says. Most in-
ner-city murders are not sophisticated—
they often take place in crowded streets.
Yet clearance rates remain stunningly low.
In Baltimore, just 36% of murders have
been solved this year, compared with two-
thirds nationally. Cops who are distrusted
struggle to find co-operative witnesses,
many of whom fear retaliation if they are
deemed to be “snitches”. The message that
cops are sometimes racist or too violent,
even when accurate, may be making it
harder for them to do their jobs properly.

Once the killings start they are hard to
stop. In a city such as Baltimore, where
graffiti on the walls of abandoned houses
commemorate dead young men, murders
lead to retaliatory murders. Much violent
crime is spontaneous: according to analy-
sis by the city’s police department given to
the Baltimore Sun, only 14% of murder vic-
tims in 2014, and only 11% of suspects, were
gang members. More detailed analysis by
Milwaukee’s Homicide Review Commis-
sion, an advisory board, suggests that in

that city arguments are by far the biggest
known cause of murders. When the
chance of getting caughtislow, and the law
is not trusted, violence reigns.

Such cities have remained intensely
violent even as crime in general has de-
clined. Last year, before the spike, more
than one in 100 black men aged 15 to 24 in
Milwaukee got shot; roughly one in ten of
those was killed. Studies of homicide vic-
tims suggest that most murder victims (and
perpetrators) come from a tiny number of
young men, almost all with criminal con-
victions, who tend to know each other.
One study of a high-crime community in
Boston found that 85% of gunshot victims
came from a network of just 763 young
men-—or less than 2% of the local popula-
tion. Murder, it seems, is a disease that
spreads through social interaction.

If the leap in violence proves lasting,
that ought to worry reformers. Since the
protests in Ferguson began, improving
America’s policing and prison systems has
united most Democrats and some Republi-
cans. Hillary Clinton used one of her first
speeches as a presidential candidate to call
for prison and police reform. Congress is
expected to consider sentencing reform in
the autumn. That cause, however, has
been helped by low and falling crime. The
case may be harder to make if cities are no
longer seen to be improving.

The rhetoric of some politicians is al-
ready shifting. In April Elijah Cummings,
who represents part of Baltimore in Con-
gress, said that police reform “is the civil
rights cause of this generation”. On August
3rd, announcing a new partnership be-
tween the city’s police and federal agen-
cies, he took a different tone. “I hear over
and over and over again, blacklives matter,
black lives matter. And they do matter. But
blacklives also have to matter to black peo-
ple.” He had a simpler message for killers:
“You’re not going to getaway with it.” m
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erica and Cuba

(uban deals

CHICAGO
Despite the embargo, America exports
plenty of goods to its erstwhil enemy

“w LEARNED that the/steps taken
by President Obama/to re-engage
with Cuba‘ave launched a pit of a global
race [...] to\leave as little gs possible for
American business when the restrictions
are lifted altogether.” Arne Sorenson, the
boss of Marrigtt, a hote} chain, sounded
frustrated after\he returned from his first
trip to Cuba last month. American busi-
ness is losing out, he gays, because Euro-
pean and Latin Ainerican companies can
cater to the millions pof American tourists
who are expected t§ travel to Cuba soon,
whereas Marriott /and other American
companies are stilybayred by law from do-
ing business there

Before the Cupan rewolution in1959, the
island’s farm exports to \America amount-
ed to $2.2 billipn a year\(at current com-
modity pricesywhile Ameyican agricultur-
al exports tb Cuba stopd at $600m,
according to the United Statgs Department
of Agricultyfe. Cuba supplied its big neigh-
bour with/molasses, cane sugar, tobacco
and coffeg. America shipped, rice, pork,
lard and/wheat flour across the Florida
straits. The embargo ended al] imports
from Cyuba but, just as the United States
traded/with the Soviet Union during the
cold war, American farm product§, some
pharynaceuticals and medical equipment
can jpe bought on the island—for a\price
(se¢ chart on next page).

‘America is a big supplier of fooy to
Cpiba (which imports 80% of whay it

eeds). By 2008 it was exporting $685m- »

I College debt

Student debtin America now totals $1.2 trillion, up more than threefold over the past
decade. On August 10th Hillary Clinton announced a $350 billion plan to reduce this sum.
Itwould increase federal subsidies granted to state-school students, and help existing
borrowers refinance their liabilities. New loan originations have decreased everyyear

since 2010, and default rates have stabilised.

Surprisingly, the less students borrow, the more likely they are to struggle with repay-
ments—presumably because debtors with six-figure obligations tend to have postgradu-
ate degrees and steadyjobs, whereas those with more modest loans tend to be college
dropouts. Non-payment rates also vary by institution. Students at for-profit schools fare
the worst: nearly 20% default within three years of leaving college. If Mrs Clinton succeeds
in cutting state-school tuition, the for-profit education industry could take a big hit.
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