
Bigger force won't cut crime rate 
I R E C E I V E D an S M S from a 
fo rmer col league last week 
that r ead : " C r i m e a n d v i g i l an-
t i sm. M C A n o w operat ing v ig i -
lante corps in Wangsa Maju.' 
Sad.'' 

In Wangsa M a j u , a suburb of 
K u a l a L u m p u r , a college s tu -
dent recent ly d ied f r om in-
ju r i e s inf l icted by sna tch 
thieves. Natural ly , we are out-
r aged a n d a l a r m e d a n d w e 
wan t to do someth ing about it. 

There have been a series of 
h igh-prof i le petty c r imes in 
u r b a n areas gone w r o n g late-
ly, largely snatch thefts for 
handphones a n d a few r i n g g i t 
that have resul ted in deaths. 

M a n y cit izens are in fear 
and there is ta lk of f o rming 
c r ime prevent ion groups. 
Some have the intent ion of de-
t e r r i ng c r ime by m a k i n g their 
presence fe l t , whi le others are 
l ook ing at ca tch ing c r i m i n a l s 
a n d met ing out their o w n jus-
tice. 

We have read repor ts of 
c r im ina l s apprehended and 
p u m m e l l e d to n e a r death be-
fore being handed over to the 
pol ice. At t imes, we must a d -
m i t that, i n o u r desperat ion 
and haplessness, we wou ld 
l i ke to get our h a n d s on the 
ch i ld rapists a n d m u r d e r e r s . 
But wha t w o u l d that m a k e us? 

We obviously b lame the 
c r im ina l s a n d then , f o r s ome 
ot l iers. the police force. A few 
banne rs and signs carr i ed by a 
group of protesters in J o h o r 
B a r u recently questioned w h y 
the police were not do ing 
m u c h to prevent the rise in 
c r ime . 

Sens ing the mood , polit i-
c ians a n d commentators have 
we ighed in w i th opportunist ic 
statements that do nothing but 
stoke a n g e r a n d fear. Ca l l i n g 
for the police to be more vigi-
lant and profess ional is so 
easy, even as they do nothing 
to promote po l ic ing , either in 
combat ing c r ime o r he lp ing to 
beef up the force. 

Wh i l e i t i s not w r o n g to ca l l 
for better pol ic ing, there were 
many statements f r om c o m -
muni ty leaders, i nc lud ing po l i -
t ic ians, that we re th in ly ve i led 
attacks on the pro fess ional ism 
of the force. 

Somet imes, they are f r om 
the very s a m e people w h o 
have, over the last year or so 
been voca l i n systematical ly 
r u n n i n g d o w n the force. 

R e m e m b e r the u p r o a r a n d 
po l i t i ca l oppo r tun i sm that 
arose over the nude-squat in-
c ident that pa in ted negat ive ly 
in b r o a d strokes the in teg r i t y 

Members of the Home Guards (auxiliary pol ice) he lp ing to ensure security in the o l d days. 

and credibil ity of the entire 
force from the acts of a few? 

Let us not be too hasty in b u r 
c r i t i c i sm of the police. M a n y of 
us have subcontracted the job 
o f ensur ing our secur i ty to the 
m e n in blue, so that we c a n go 
about b u r da i ly lives a n d bus i -
ness. M a n y o f us a n d our b u s i -
nesses have prospered be-
cause o f the relative peace a n d 
secur i ty p rov ided by them. 

We have t a k e n for g ranted 
that we cou ld do w h a t we 
please a n d n o t have t o w o r r y 
about c r im ina l s spo i l ing our 
day. 

But c r ime exists. It is every-
w h e r e . I t is a fact o f life, a n d i t 
is not someth ing new. The fact 
that mos t o f o u r homes are 
f o r t i f i ed w i th g r i l l e s , locks a n d 
a l a rms suggest that we have 

accepted mat it exists. 
Mos t c r imes are commit ted 

in largely underpr iv i l eged 
ne ighbourhoods a n d c o m m u -
nities. It is we l l - known that 
c r im ina l s often prey on those 
close by. It is only w h e n they 
s tar t to expand beyond the i r 
comfor t zones, invad ing o u r 
spaces — in the streets, al ley-
ways , p a r k s , shopp ing c o m -
plexes — that we feel vu lne ra -
ble a n d threatened. 

The Government wants to 
increase the n u m b e r o f pol ice-
m e n a n d pol ice stations, a n d 
put more po l icemen on the 
beat, a n d no less t h a n the Cab -
inet has d irected that secur i t y 
be improved in the suburbs o f 
K u a l a L u m p u r . 

Now, l ook ing a t the n u m b e r 
o f po l i cemen we have, that 

wou ld be nea r impossib le . 
There are close to 90 ,000 

pol ice personne l in the coun-
try, or about one for every 260 
Malays ians . T h a t looks quite a 
bit, but the n u m b e r inc ludes 
the Inspector-General of Po-
lice a l l the way down to c lerks 
a n d genera l wo rke rs . 

The re a r e also 837 police 
stations, or about one stat ion 
for every 30,000 Malays ians . 
Cons ide r ing the density of the 
u r b a n areas , the n u m b e r o f 
po l i c emen a n d pol ice stations 
relative to the populat ion is 
p robab ly m u c h lower. 

Obviously, f r om the n u m -
bers , we c a n ei ther have m o r e 
po l i c emen a n d po l i cewomen, 
or more he lp f rom cit izens. 
B u t the so lut ion, to the c r i m e 
p r o b l e m i s not a b igger force. 

there could never be enough 
po l i cemen i f we are to leave 
the matter of our safety entire-
ly to them. Our tax r inggi t c an 
never be enough. 

T h e pol ice are there to up-
h o l d the law. A l l t ine solut ions 
offered to combat c r i m e — 
more patrols a n d c losed-cir-
cuit surve i l lance — do not ad-
dress the m a i n issue o f the 
seeming r i se i n c r i m e . 

C r ime is not a po l ic ing issue, 
it is a society issue. Th is is not a 
N e w Age th ink ing , but a r ea l i -
ty. We mus t look at the root of 
the p r ob l em that leads us to 
produce c r imina ls . 

Lo r any c r ime prevent ion 
strategy to w o r k , there is a 
n e e d for people to not only, 
co-operate, but also look into 
the env i ronment that breeds 

would-be c r im ina l s 
W h e n a person picks some-

one's pocket, it is not the fault 
o f the police. W h e n pockets of 
the commun i t y a re d isp laced, 
fee l ing helpless, c r ime hap -
pens.. I w o u l d l ike to be l ieve 
that most c r im ina l s are not 
p r o g r a m m e d in the i r genes to 
be c r imina ls . 

The o ther issue that we 
must, be very care fu l about, as 
we set up ne i ghbourhood 
watches a n d c r ime prevent ion 
groups , is why we a r e do ing so. 
Is it to he lp the police or are we 
show ing signs that our confi-
dence in the force is eroding? 

The latter is dangerous as i t 
cou ld take us d o w n the pa th o f 
v ig i lant ism, a n d that is no help 
at a l l to preserv ing l aw a n d or-
der. 


