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T
he spree of slayings this summer has slowed
since early August, when Indianapolis officials
began a crackdown. 

At the same time, the early release of in-
mates from the Marion
County Jail was halted.

The presence of more po-
lice officers and sheriff ’s deputies on
patrol has brought a calming presence
to Eastside and Westside neighborhoods that were at
the heart of the carnage.

So should we breathe a sigh of relief? Not yet.
Many of the underlying problems that led to the

surge in crime remain. They include such quality-of-
life issues as abandoned housing, graffiti and vandalism,
and the unmet needs of the homeless and at-risk teens.

Indianapolis residents are paying the price for low
expectations of both their local government and each
other. Addressing the following quality-of-life issues is
critical to reducing crime in the long run. 

Vexed
in the

city 
Underlying causes of crime

continue to plague neighborhoods

EDITORIAL

Olgen Williams knows all too well
about the damage caused to commu-
nities by abandoned buildings. Not
only does he see the ravages as he
works in Haughville as executive di-
rector of Christamore House, he
wakes up to it every day on his own
block.

There’s an unoccupied duplex near
Williams’ home and a tiny vacant lot
next door. The owner, Williams says,
hopes “she can get a fortune.” 

Then there’s the
boarded-up house
across the street
from Williams’ place
that “nobody knows
what to do with.” It
remains neglected by
relatives of the for-
mer owner, with
overgrown weeds
that no one cuts. 

Then there’s the
rest of Haughville,
blighted with dozens

of dilapidated, unoccupied houses. 
Not only does the blight make

neighborhoods less attractive to po-
tential homeowners, it also helps fuel
rising crime make places such as
Haughville, a neighborhhod across the
White River from the booming area
that includes IUPUI. 

Abandoned homes have long been
used as drug dens and prostitution
stops. Now, thieves are lifting copper
pipes and aluminum siding from
abandoned homes, according to Wil-
liams. This increases the costs of re-
habilitating homes, making the prop-
erties less attractive to potential
buyers. 

A rise in crime in the area is linked
with the rash of rundown housing.
Burglaries have risen by 25 percent in
IPD’s west district between May 2005
and May 2006; larcenies have seen a
20 percent spike. 

City officials are taking advantage
of new tools to combat abandoned
housing, including a speedier process
by which homes can be sold through
tax sales. But more needs to be done
to reduce neighborhood blight.

Solutions
◆ Stiffer fines for code violations:

The city now can charge a maximum
of $5,000 in fines for “willful failure”
to comply with the state’s unsafe
building code (along with other fines).
State law should be changed to allow
inspectors to charge that much — if

not more — for each violation. 
◆ Better stewardship by local govern-

ment of its own buildings: From the for-
mer Indianapolis Housing Authority
headquarters at Five Indiana Square —
left abandoned for five years until it
was sold in July — to the former Bank
One banking center at the Market
Square Arena site, Indianapolis agen-
cies have allowed their own buildings
to go to seed. It’s time to set a good
example by frequently cleaning — and,
ultimately, selling — their properties.

◆ Recruit teens to help keep neigh-
borhoods clean: One way to busy the
hands of restless teens is to employ
them in community cleanup efforts,
which could be funded by local foun-
dations. Not only will alleyways be
kept trim, but teens also will learn the
value of hard work.

ABANDONED HOUSES

Empty, unsightly and dangerous
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ABSENT
OWNER:
Neighbors
complained
that this
house at 302
S. Lynhurst
Drive was
vacant for
years.

Olgen
Williams

Acapulco Joe’s General Man-
ager Dave Daugherty and his
staff do as much as they can for
the homeless, even occasionally
buying them breakfast. But, he
says, the city’s homeless prob-
lem has become a nuisance for
his business. 

He says vagrants will some-
times harass patrons for food or
money.

The generosity the staff ex-
tends can end up bringing trou-
ble for the restaurant, says
Daugherty, because “they begin
telling their friends.’’ 

Aggressive panhandling,
drinking in public and loitering
are other “broken windows”
that must be fixed to improve
the city’s quality of life. 

It’s not a matter of chasing
away the homeless, but of pro-
viding the level of help needed
to dramatically reduce their
numbers. Living on the streets
isn’t good for the homeless or
the city. The mentally ill who
make up a portion of the home-
less population don’t receive the
treatment they need. Other
homeless men and women fall
victim to crime. Many end up in

jail.
In one fashion or another,

residents of Indianapolis are
paying for the needs of the
homeless. Why not do it in a
way that provides the most help
and eventually reduces the prob-
lem?

Solutions
◆ Don’t give money directly to

panhandlers: Handouts to the
homeless or panhandlers often
will feed drug addictions and al-
coholism. Instead, donate money
to organizations such as Wheel-
er Mission and the Salvation
Army, which help thousands of
homeless people each year. 

◆ Expand community mental
health care: Community centers
treat 94 percent of the mentally
ill population but receive only
43 percent of the state’s budget
for mental health care. They’ve
had to stretch dollars as the
number of people they help
grew by 14 percent between
2003 and 2005. Diverting more
state funding to community
mental health would better
serve many of the people most
in need of help.

VAGRANCY
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ON THE STREET: Raymond, a homeless man, sat on the sidewalk near
Illinois and Ohio streets last Friday. The strip is a popular spot for va-
grants, who panhandle or loiter in front of local shops.

Provide help to reduce
street population

The sight of young men wandering
aimlessly along the streets of Haugh-
ville and Martindale-Brightwood is
far too common. This summer’s spree
of murders — many of which involved
teens — has brought the issue into the
spotlight. 

Veteran IPD officer and City-
County Council member Sherron
Franklin can tell you why so many

youths put them-
selves in harm’s way.
It begins with fami-
lies and schools. 

She noticed, while
interviewing the par-
ents of runaway chil-
dren, that many of
the homes were
“nasty and filthy.”
Parents didn’t offer
the structure needed
to raise a healthy
family. Those teens,

Franklin says, “live in such terrible
conditions that they don’t want to be
in those houses.’’

Indianapolis Public Schools’ low
graduation rate for black and white
males is a major contributor to the
problem. Many of the students Frank-
lin tried to mentor at William J. Gam-
bold Middle School “could not read,
could not spell.” 

The combination of bad parents
and failing schools breeds the seeds of

crime. Teens who have fallen far be-
hind in studies frequently skip school
— and eventually drop out. Many land
in prison. About 37 percent of black
male dropouts end up incarcerated,
according to Bruce Western of Prince-
ton University. 

Focusing on healthier families and
better schools is vital to reducing
crime in Indianapolis.

Solutions
◆ Year-round schooling: Eliminating

summer breaks, when teens are most
prone to getting into trouble, will im-
prove their odds of graduating and
provide much-needed structure to
their lives. 

◆ Mentoring: As pointed out by
Franklin, whose volunteer efforts
have included taking kids to skating
rinks, even city leaders can reach out
and help rescue teens from lives of
crime. Organizations such as the Cen-
ter for Leadership Development pro-
vide opportunities for volunteers to
help students.

◆ Provide families with more infor-
mation: Programs such as Universal
Behavioral Services, which provides
mental health care, are available to
families in need. But many parents
aren’t aware that the assistance even
exists. Spreading the word about
these services can help save more
families from harm. 

IDLE YOUTH

Teens need healthy families, good schools

Star 2006 File photo

KEEPING BUSY:
Pro-100, a local
youth employ-
ment program
for inner-city
youth, puts kids
to work at
Riverside Park,
mulching trees
and putting wa-
ter rings around
them, and
cleaning curbs.

Sherron
Franklin

A stroll around Downtown and the
Old Northside reveals that graffiti
plague the the city.

Graffiti, including the drawing of a
bicycle and “V6,” mark up the walls
and garage doors in an alleyway on
Ohio and Market streets. So-called
taggers also have defaced a string of
buildings along Vermont Street, in-
cluding the former Athletic Club
building and Acapulco Joe’s 27-year-
old sign.

The word “CUE” is emblazoned in
orange and black spray paint on a
trailer at a Delaware Avenue construc-
tion site. At I-65 near Central Avenue,
a road sign has been spoiled. 

The mess is more than just an un-
sightly and costly nuisance for home-
owners and businesses. The use of
solvents to clean graffiti off Indian-
apolis landmarks can lead to long-last-
ing damage. According to the broken
windows theory of crime prevention,
vandalism encourages worse activity.
Graffiti are often a harbinger of gang
activity, serving as a territory marker. 

It will take more than soap and wa-
ter to stem vandalism. Community
policing and civic action are both nec-
essary.

Solutions
◆ Stepping up community policing:

The reduction in the number of IPD’s
team of community resource officers

is a setback in a strategy to tie police
and citizens together. Rebuilding that
group can help officers target vandals. 

◆ Quickly remove the graffiti: One
way that New York City had reduced
vandalism is by encouraging building
owners to immediately clean off graf-
fiti. Doing so discourages taggers and
their copycats.

GRAFFITI

It takes more than soap and water
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BAD SIGNS:
A gang
marked its
territory on
the alley side
of a wooden
fence located
near the
Wright Street
and Elmwood
in the Bates-
Hendricks
neighborhood
on the Near
Southside.


