Public Safety in Kansas City
A Case For Cops by Mayor Mark Funkhouser

Like Ford, General Motors, Hallmark, Sprint and millions of businesses big and small across the country, Kansas City is fighting for its very life.

While we may not be competing against multi-national conglomerates, in many ways the competition is even more intense.  Kansas City is competing against its own neighbors, as well as cities 50, 100, 500 and 1,000 or more miles away. 

We’re in a battle for business each time a family asks “Where should I live?”  Each time a new college grad asks “Where can I find a job?” Each time an entrepreneur asks “Where should I locate my business?” And each time parents ask “Where should we send our kids to school?”

Kansas City is the literal Heart of America. It’s the big city with the small town feel. Housing is relatively inexpensive. Roads aren’t too congested. But, in one very significant way, we’re failing our residents. We’re not keeping them as safe as we should be.

But first let’s put this in context.
Under the circumstances, Kansas City police officers are doing a tremendous job. But, in a sprawling city covering more than 6,900 residential blocks, in a city with enough roads to travel from Los Angeles to Orlando, in a city with enough parkland to make three cities the size of Prairie Village – and most importantly ​– in a city where a family is victimized by some kind of crime every 16 minutes, our police force needs more help.

Despite Kansas City’s friendly Midwestern reputation, our residents are not as safe as their friends and relatives in other cities our size. They’re not as safe as those in larger cities better known for crime. And compared to cities in our own metropolitan area, Kansas City doesn’t even come close to measuring up.

Here are the facts. In 2009, while the overall violent crime rate in the Midwest dropped by 4.6 percent, Kansas City’s violent crime rate increased. It increased only fractionally, but violent crime rose. We let our residents down.

Here are the facts. In 2009, while the overall property crime rate dropped 5.6 percent across the Midwest, Kansas City did no better than keep pace.

Here are the facts. In 2009, on average, one of every 74 Kansas City residents was the victim of  violent crime – murder, rape, aggravated assault or robbery. How do we compare with our competition? Not very well at all.
In Denver, the chance of being the victim of a violent crime was 1 in 177. In New York City, it was 1 in 181; in Dallas, it was 1 in 126. Closer to home, the numbers stack up even worse. The chance was 1 in 467 in Olathe; 1 in 564 in Overland Park; 1 in 163 in Independence; and 1 in 157 in Kansas City, Kansas. Again, in Kansas City, Missouri, your chance of becoming the victim of violent crime was 1 in 74.
And, going deeper into the numbers and adding in property crimes, a Kansas Citian had a 1 in 15 chance of being a crime victim in 2009.  When you average that out amongst Kansas City’s families and households, it means an average Kansas City family or household had a 1 in 5.5 chance of experiencing some kind of crime.
Those kinds of numbers make it tough to convince that family or that entrepreneur to move to the center of the Heart of America.
If we don’t take action to change this trend, and change it quickly, our residents won’t be Kansas City residents for long. They’ll move to Prairie Village, Overland Park, Olathe – or Denver, Oklahoma City or Des Moines.

How does this play out nationally? Ask the National Association of Realtors. They’ll tell you – and they also tell folks considering a move – that 98 percent of U.S. cities are safer than Kansas City.

Again, it makes it tough to sell that family or that entrepreneur on Kansas City.

Reducing a city’s crime rate involves any number of complex relationships ranging from employment to racial diversity. We can’t directly affect many of those factors. But there is one factor that we can control.

Various studies have found that putting more police on the streets – a police surge, so to speak ​– reduces crime.  Most notably, a 2005 study of crime in Washington, D.C. during periods of heightened terror levels – when officers work extra hours and “surge” into the Capital area – found that crime throughout the city dropped.  But crime in the Capital area dropped by 15 percent.
Researchers Alexander Tabarrok, an economist at George Mason University, and Jonathan Klick of Florida State, found that street crimes dropped 40 percent during such police surges.
The two economists estimated that a 10 percent increase in police officers in U.S. cities would lead to a 4 percent drop in crime. And that reduction will save taxpayers money in the long run, the researchers found. They estimated that every $1 spent for police would lead to a $4 economic payback for the community.
That study was mirrored by a more recent study by the RAND Center on Quality Policing.

RAND looked at a number of other scholarly and practical studies conducted on the relationship between an increased police presence on the street and crime. The study showed that the crime-reduction benefits of hiring one additional officer are likely to be several times what it costs to employ and equip an officer.
Citing various studies, RAND found that the cost of crime – lost productivity, criminal justice costs, medical costs and property losses – can add up to millions of dollars for a murder, tens of thousands of dollars for burglary and aggravated assault, and thousands for larceny and auto theft.
Adding one police officer in Miami, for instance, could save the community $304,561, RAND found. Adding  a cop in Dallas could save $673,316. Adding a patrol officer in Chicago would have a $391,655 economic benefit.
And that savings doesn’t begin to speak to the benefit to families who otherwise might have been touched by crime.

In other words, adding cops cuts crime. Adding cops saves money. Adding cops makes our residents safer. Adding cops make a city a better place to live.
Using the RAND study and extrapolating for Kansas City, adding 100 police officers on Kansas City streets would cut crime by 2.8 percent. That’s a reduction of about 923 individual offenses, and – most importantly – 923 families that wouldn’t have their lives disrupted by crime.
From an economic standpoint, adding 100 cops results in an annual cost of about $5 million a year, but a savings to the community of $15 to $20 million a year. 
There, of course, also are community economic development aspects.
Making neighborhoods safer with a police surge will spark a residential renaissance.
The renaissance could begin with a heightened police presence in the 50 blocks around schools, creating little villages, defendable neighborhoods with the schools at their heart.

As residents – old and new – regain confidence in those neighborhoods, businesses will follow. As businesses develop, so do new jobs. Before you know it, neighborhoods once blighted by empty houses are generating tax dollars. This is economic development not accounted for in the police manpower studies by RAND and other groups. This is new economic development. 
There is no dispute that the Kansas City Police Department and its officers need a strong infusion for capital improvements.  The department needs new stations in the North and East Patrol divisions, as well as a new crime lab. The department needs new helicopters.
But the city needs the officers to help staff those new facilities, and to help keep Kansas City neighborhoods safe. And the city – current residents and businesses and prospective residents and businesses – can’t and won’t wait a decade or more for safer neighborhoods.

Using a general obligation bond issue in conjunction with the Public Safety Sales Tax would give public safety in Kansas City – as well as the city’s economy – a $330 million shot in the arm when the community needs it most.
The plan would allow the department to begin planning and construction as quickly as possible on new Patrol stations, a headquarters renovation and a new crime lab. Construction could begin as soon as bonds are sold and planning is completed.

By putting the two ballot issues on the November ballot, the department also can begin recruiting this fall for a winter class for the Police Academy, putting new officers on the street next summer. And, Kansas City Finance Department projections show the addition of the officers can be done in a fiscally responsible manner. Their salaries will gradually be absorbed by the city’s general fund, and – by Year 15 – be entirely financed by the general fund.

Our citizens deserve a better public safety net. Let’s not let them down.

