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The Police and Weapons Offenses

By MARK H. MOORE

ABSTRACT: To control violence committed among strangers
in public locations, police departments have increasingly
turned to tactics of “directed patrol” focused on particular
dangerous places or activities. Arguably, a suitable focus for
directed patrol is illegal carrying or possession of weapons
in public locations. Questions arise concerning the methods
of weapons enforcement, the effectiveness of such a focus,
and its administrative feasibility. Preliminary results of em-
pirical investigations into police practices with respect to
weapons enforcement reveal that weapons arrests typically
occur as a by-product of other enforcement activities and
that the most important factor determining aggregate levels
of weapons arrests is the general proactivity of the police
department. Further, some empirical results suggest that
police departments can shift to proactive strategies—and
increase the level of weapons arrests—without dramatically
changing the demographic characteristics of those arrested.
Crucial unanswered questions include the effectiveness of
such a strategy in reducing violent crime and the adminis-
trative means of changing police strategies against weapons
offenses.

Mark H. Moore is the Guggenheim Professor of Criminal Justice Policy and
Management at the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University. He was
formerly director of planning and evaluation for the Drug Enforcement Adminis-
tration of the U.S. Department of Justice. He is currently engaged in a collaborative
analysis of gun control policies with Philip J. Cook of Duke University.
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YSTEMATIC inquiry into the
nature of violent crime and the
impact of police operations has
eroded, even devastated, our con-
fidence in the capacity of the police
to prevent it. Part of the problem is
that violent crimes such as murder,
rape, and aggravated assault typi-
cally occur in situations that are
effectively shielded from police
interventions: the offenses occur in
such intimate settings, involve so
few people, and develop from con-
ception to action so quickly and
conveniently that the police have no
chance to anticipate or intervene in
the events.! To be sure, when such
offenses occur among people who
know one another, the police can of-
ten apprehend the offender.? More-
over, this fact may loom large in the
minds of people tempted to attack
relatives, friends, and acquaintances.
But still, apart from this general
deterrence, which is really wielded
by the victim or witnesses rather
than police, police capacity to inter-
vene in situations involving inter-
personal violence is astonishingly
limited.

THE LIMITATIONS OF POLICE
STRATEGIES AGAINST
VIOLENT CRIME

The limitations of police strategies
against violent crime are hardly
relieved when we consider violent
acts in public locations. Rapes,
assaults, and murder occur in public
locations as well as in private ones.
But when we think about violence in
public locations, we are apt to think

1. The classic study showing this for
homicides is Marvin E. Wolfgang, Patterns
in Criminal Homicide (Philadelphia, PA:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1958).

2. Peter W. Greenwood et al., The Criminal
Investigation Process (Lexington, MA: D.C.
Heath, 1977).

of more instrumental crimes, such as
robbery. In principle, a crime com-
mitted in a public location has a
greater chance of being thwarted by
the police simply because the police
need no special license or invitation
to observe it. In practice, however,
the police are nowhere near enough
to ubiquity to create a substantial
risk of on-view detection. Instead,
they must wait for a victim or witness
of a crime to call their attention to it
and must respond sufficiently rapidly
to catch an obviously guilty offender.
Unfortunately, experience suggests
that despite the enormous invest-
ments made in training and tech-
nology to support a rapid response
capability and despite the truly
astonishing response capacity that
now exists in most urban police
departments, the police usually ar-
rive too late and with too little
information to be effective in thwart-
ing a crime or apprehending an of-
fender.? In effect, the police find
themselves as dependent on victims
and witnesses in coping with public
crimes as they are in coping with
private crimes. Moreover, in dealing
with public crimes, the police often
discover that the victims and wit- -
nesses have much less information
to give about their assailants, since
the assailants are likely to be strangers.

Thus one must now be somewhat

.agnostic about police capacities to

prevent violent crime. We assume
that the risk of apprehension for a
violent attack creates some degree of
deterrence, but we understand that
the risk of apprehension is small
when the attack occurs among
strangers. We assume that a visible
police presence in public areas will
deter crimes, but we understand that

3. W. Bieck, Response Time Analysis:
Executive Summary (Kansas City, MO: Board
of Police Commissioners, 1977).
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areas in which predatory criminals
might operate more or less safely.
These observations suggest a some-
what discomforting conclusion: cur-
rent police strategies may l?e as
ineffective in dealing with violent
crimes committed among strangers
in public locations as they are in
dealing with private vxolenqe in
intimate settings. This conclusion is
discomforting for two slightly dif-
ferent reasons. For many people,
violent crimes committed by strangers
in public locations are the beart of
the crime problem. That is what
frightens them and forces them to
accept painful and inconvenient ad-
justments in the way they live. Even
though the risk of violence at the
hands of one’s spouse or chﬂdren
may be statistically more significant
than the risk of violence frgm
strangers, .violent strangers lurking
in crannies of public spaces are what
create a general fear of violence gnd
stimulate a demand for public action.
This leads to the second point. Vi-
olence by strangers in public lqca—
tions is precisely the kind of crime
that we expect the police to con-
trol. The promise that they could d.o
so has traditionally justified thegr
existence. This aim has guided their
organizational development. Thus
even to consider the pOSSlbllllty that
the police are ineffecti.ve in con-
trolling public violence is to popder
the bankruptcy of current crime-
control strategies.

Tue PriMa Facie CASE FOR
INCREASED ENFORCEMENT
AGAINST ILLEGAL CARRYING
oF HANDGUNS

Understanding the situation in
roughly the previously outlined
terms, police departments have l?e-
gun experimenting with new tactics

Most prominent among these new
tactics are decoys, stakeouts of
likely targets of violent crime,‘and
other forms of directed patrol guldeq1
by analyses of recent crime patterns.
The principle in each of these in-
novations is the same: instead of ran-
dom patrolling, which gives rela-
tively equal police attention to a}l
nooks of space and time within
police purview, the police seek to
identify some nooks of space and
time that are much more likely to
contain crimes than others and then
to focus their attention on those.
The differences in the tactics are
given by differences in the ways the
crime-prone nooks are created or
defined. Decoys seek to create a
crime-prone nook by dispatching an
obvious victim into an area where
predatory crime is particularly com-
mon. Stakeouts typically define
crime-prone nooks in terms of par-
ticularly vulnerable locations, for
example, bars and subways stations,
and likely victims, for example,
people at all-night variety stores
or branch banks. Other forms of
directed patrol are less narrowly
focused than decoys and stakeouts
and instead concentrate on areas or
broad patterns of activity that are
more likely to contain criminal of-
fenses than are others.

A potentially interesting target of
directed patrol strategies that hgs
not been discussed much in th}5
context, but has often been dis-
cussed in the context of gun-control
policies, is to focus on the illegal
possession or carrying of handgur}s
in public locations. The‘prlmail facie
justification for such a focus is that

4. These conceptions of police patrol.ar.e
currently embodied in the Integrated Crimi-
nal Apprehension Program (ICAP) funded on
a national basis by the Law Enforcement
Assistance Association (LEAA). ‘

illegal carrying of handguns in pub-
lic areas is as predictive of imminent
violence as are many other activities
or features of the world that have
become the focus of directed patrol
efforts. Consequently, if the police
were to focus on illegal carrying and
to succeed in both deterring illegal
carrying and incapacitating those
who continued to carry, they might
be able to reduce crimes of violence
committed among strangers in pub-
lic locations. Such a view seems
plausible for several reasons.

First, it seems at least plausible
that carrying a handgun into public
areas increases the probability of a
violent attack. To be sure, some pub-
lic crimes, such as bank robberies,
truck hijackings, and other elaborate
holdups, involve such extensive
planning and sustained investment
that the presence of guns at the scene
of the crime must be considered an
incidental part of preparing for the
crime and not an important factor
by itself in triggering or shaping
the crime. For such crimes, the focus
on illegal carrying provides at best
only an additional opportunity to
thwart the offense; it is unlikely that
the crime would be deterred. Other
offenses, however, may develop
from a casual habit of carrying
weapons. This may be the case, for
example, with young predatory rob-
bers who have no specific plans for
a crime, but carry a weapon to take
advantage of whatever opportunities
appear. It may also be the case for
ordinary people who carry a gun for
protection and suddenly find it use-
ful in venting their anger at some-
one who dented their car, insulted
their wife, or stole a parking space.
Since such people carry weapons
generally and casually without a
specific purpose, they might be easily
dissuaded from continuing to do so

if the risks were increased. If they

carried them less n, some viclent
crimes might be prevented.

Second, it may also be true that
arrests and successful prosecutions
of people who carry weapons will
incapacitate some potentially dan-
gerous offenders. This could happen
on a small scale if the police ar-
rested someone carrying a weapon
on their way to commit a crime,
whether planned, opportunistic, or
accidental. But it could also occur
if people who were particularly apt
to commit violent crimes often
carried guns and if penalties for il-
legal carrying were severe enough to
keep the offenders from committing
crimes for noticeable periods.’ Lest
this seem too severe, it is worth
noting that owning or carrying a
weapon can currently be the basis
for the revocation of parole. This
suggests that current policy finds
the mere association of convicted
felons and. weapons sufficiently
dangerous to warrant additional im-
prisonment.

Finally, it is worth noting that
some basic institutional factors are
favorable to the implementation of
this strategy. In the first place, most
major cities now have statutes which
prohibit unlicensed carrying of hand-
guns and have been fairly stingy in
granting licenses.® Thus it is prob-
ably true that most gun carrying that
now occurs is illegal..-No new statu-
tory authority must be granted. In

5. The question of whether criminals who
use guns are likely to have “much serious”
criminal careers has been investigated by
Cook and Nagin. They “found little empiri-
cal support” that gun involvement in early
crimes predicts more frequent and more
serious crimes. See Philip J. Cook and
Dan Nagin, Does the Weapon Matter (Wash-
ington, DC: Institute for Law and Social
Research, 1979).

6. Philip J. Cook, “An Overview of Federal
State and Local Firearms Regulation” {un-
published manuscript, 1979). )
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addition, under the principles articu-
lated in Terry, the police have the
right to conduct a superficial search
for a dangerous weapon when they
have stopped someone on the basis of
reasonable suspicion.” This amounts
to a broader license to search for
people who are illegally carrying or
possessing weapons in public loca-
tions than now exists to look for
drugs, stolen articles, burglars’ tools,
arson equipment, or other kinds of
contraband. Finally, there seem to
be relatively few legitimate interests
served by allowing unlicensed people
to carry concealed weapons. While
the usual self-defense arguments
can be made, they seem somewhat
weaker—and are voiced less stri-
dently—when one is talking about
roaming the streets armed than when
one is talking about defending one’s
home or business. Apparently, most
people can see the danger of in-
volving innocent bystanders in a
fight on city streets and prefer that
the police be the only armed force
on patrol. In fact, this tradition
seems to go back as far as frontier
towns, where marshals and sheriffs
asked cowhands to turn in their guns
when they came to town.

_Thus a directed patrol strategy
focusing on the illegal possession
and carrying of handguns in public
locations holds some prima facie
interest as a device for controlling
violent crime among strangers in
public locations. Once one’s interest
is engaged, however, a host of more
probing skeptical questions arise.
Obviously, there are important is-
sues concerning effectiveness. If we
have learned anything from the in-

7. Terry v. Ohio, 392 U.S. 1, 30 (1968). For
a general discussion, see LaFave, * ‘Street
Encounters’ and the Constitution: Terry,
Sibran, Peters and Beyond,” Michigan Law
Review, 39 (1968).

trusion of social science into policy-
making, it is that theory alone is
rarely sufficient to guide policies
reliably. We need facts gathered
from actual experience. And at this
stage, there is very little in the way
of hard facts to show that a strategy
against illegal carrying of handguns
will reduce violent crimes.®

There are also important worries
about unexpected side effects and
the basic fairness of the approach.
The strategy obviously invites the
police to be more intrusive —to look
for people carrying weapons, rather
than to ignore such possibilities. In
looking for weapons, they may find
many people who would have com-
mitted crimes. But they will also
find people who would not have
committed crimes, but are none-
theless carrying weapons. And they
will stop and “pat-down” many
people who are not carrying weap-
ons. Each of these misses or errors
imposes a cost. The only benefit is
the general deterrence of carrying.
One can reasonably worry that the
police would miss often and that the
consequent high costs of intrusive-

8. Some preliminary results evaluating the
Bartley-Fox gun law in Massachusetts that
established a minimum mandatory sentence
of one year indicate some reductions in
assault. This is not strong evidence for the
tactic suggested here for those reasons. First,
the effects may not bear up on close and
skeptical scrutiny since assaults declined
in many areas in the period under examina-
tion. Second, the Bartley-Fox experience is an
experiment with more severe sanctions;
nothing was altered in terms of levels of
arrests. The tactic discussed here involves
increased arrests rather than changes in
sanctions. For evaluations of Bartley-Fox,
see James A. Beha, “And Ndbody Can Get
You Out,” Boston University Law Review,
57: (1) (Jan. 1977); Ibid, 57: (2) (March 1977);
and Glenn L. Pierce and William J. Bowers,
The Impact of the Massachusetts Gun Law
on Gun and Non-Gun Related Crime (Boston,
MA: Center for Applied Social Research, 1979).
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ness could not be offset by any
imaginable reduction in public vio-
lence. One can also worry that the
costs of police intrusiveness would
not be borne equally by individuals
in the society, but would instead be
concentrated among the poor, the
young, and the racial minorities who
would be the likely, and statistically
reasonable, targets of police scrutiny.

Finally, issues of political and ad-
ministrative feasibility are relevant.
If it were so easy and so valuable
to enforce against illegal carrying of
handguns, some police departments
would probably now be doing it. The
fact that most police departments
are not now aggressively enforcing
these laws may signal some im-
portant administrative or political
problems in adopting the strategy.
We simply may not know how to
increase police capacities to make
weapons arrests.

Ultimately, then, the decision to
mount a serious enforcement effort
against illegal carrying of handguns
depends on a complex blend of em-
pirical and normative judgments:
how much can crime be reduced
and at what price in terms of in-
creased and unfairly distributed
police intrusiveness, and how should
each effect be valued? A full ac-
counting of the important effects of
this policy is well beyond -our cur-
rent knowledge, to say nothing of
scope of this article. Hence this
article cannot be construed as strongly
advocating such a policy. But we can
go slightly beyond the arguments
made previously and can report the
preliminary results of empirical in-
vestigations into the nature of cur-
rent enforcement efforts against
weapons offenses. While this tells us
little about the ultimate benefits
of adopting such a policy, it can tell
us something about administrative

feasibility and the proximate effects
of stepping up enforcement against
illegal carrying of handguns.

THE “TECHNOLOGY  OF
WEAPONS ARRESTS

Throughout the United States, the
police arrest 150,000 to 200,000
people for weapons offenses, such
as illegal possession or carrying,
each year.? Exactly how they manage
to make these arrests is unclear at the
outset. A priori, several different
mechanisms can be imagined. One
possibility is that weapons arrests
are the by-products of enforcement
activities aimed primarily at other
offenses. Reactive investigations into
offenses such as murder, rape, as-
sault, burglary, and even auto theft
might result in weapons arrests if
nothing else can be charged against
a prime suspect or if the prime sus-
pect is arrested in the company of
others who happen to be committing
a weapons offense at the time of the
arrest. Proactive investigation di-
rected at drug dealers, numbers
banks, extortion rackets, and loan-
sharking might also lead to weapons
arrests for the same reason. Simi-

-larly, ordinary patrol operations

designed to respond to complaints
or to enforce traffic laws could easily
produce weapons arrests as a by-
product of their operations. If people
complain about people brandishing
or discharging weapons and patrol-
men arrive on the scene quickly,
they will make a weapons arrest.
If patrolmen stop a person for drunk
driving and a superficial frisk of the
driver reveals a handgun, a weapons
arrest will probably result. Thus
even if the police make no special

9. Crime in the United States (Washington,
DC: Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1979).
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efforts to make arrests for weapons
offenses, it is conceivable that they
will generate large numbers as a “‘re-
sultant” of operations mounted for
other purposes.

A second possibility is that weap-
ons offenses are generated by spe-
cial organizational arrangements
designed to produce them. One can
imagine, for example, specialized
weapons units analogous to those
now maintained to control drugs,
gambling, and vice. Surely it is con-
ceivable that arrests for illegal
transfers of, possession of, and carry-
ing of handguns could be made by
the same mixture of investigative,
surveillance, and undercover opera-
tions that now produce arrests for
illegal drug transactions and illegal
sex acts. Or one can imagine focus-
ing the attention of the patrol force
on weapons arrests by giving special
recognition to patrolmen who make
them, by training them in patrol
procedures helpful in making weap-
ons arrests, by providing them with
operational intelligence about pat-
terns of weapon carrying, or indeed,

by giving weapons complaints high
priority among calls for service.
Table 1 summarizes these various
mechanisms for producing weapons
arrests. Since none of these mecha-
nisms precludes any other, one
would expect the aggregate pattern
of weapons offenses to include con-
tributions from each cell of Table 1.
Our questions, however, are as fol-
low: (1) which of these mechanisms
currently contributes the most to
overall weapons arrests? (2) which
sectors seems to hold the greatest
potential for expanding current levels
of enforcement? and (3) what would
be the side effects of seeking ex-
pansion in any one of the sections?
We have investigated this question
in two different ways. First, we have
looked for the major determinants of
weapons arrests by formulating a
simple regression model and testing
it against empirical data for 30 cities
in three years. Second, we have tried
to refine the picture of weapons en-
forcement by analyzing samples of
reports describing weapons arrests
in five different cities. The results

TABLE 1

MECHANISMS FOR PRODUCING WEAPONS ARRESTS

TvpPe OF
STRATEGY

INVESTIGATIVE UNITS

PATROL UNITS

Nonspecialized with
respect to weapons

Reactive: following a
crime

Proactive: in advance of
or during a crime

Special efforts against
weapons
Reactive: foliowing a
crime

Proactive: in advance of
or during a crime

Robbery investigation
reveals weapons
violations

Narcotics survelliance
reveals weapons
violations

Follow-up investigation of
armed robbery locates
gun dealer who provided
undercover operation
weapon against gun
dealers

Domestic disturbance call
reveals weapons
violations

“Street stop"” of suspicious
person reveals weapons
offense

Weapons complaints
receive high priority in
dispatching

Weapons arrests given
special recognition by
supervisors
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of these preliminary investigations
are presented in the following pages.

PROACTIVE PATROL AND WEAPONS
ENFORCEMENT

The regression model hypothe-
sized that the observed level of
weapons arrests would be deter-
mined by various factors that pro-
vided the police with opportunities
and incentives to make arrests. Thus
we hypothesized that observed levels
of weapons arrests in a given com-
munity would be determined by
(1) the density of guns in the com-
munity; (2) the scope of the local gun
laws; (3) the general proactivity of
the local police; (4) the vigilance
and willingness of the community
to report disturbances to the police;
(5) the rowdiness of a community,
which would give police frequent
excuses to intervene; and (6) police
interest in enforcing gun laws.

Obviously, serious conceptual and
empirical problems arise in devel-
oping convenient operational meas-
ures of these variables. In fact, we
have so far not succeeded in meas-
uring vigilance, rowdiness, and
police interest very reliably. But
measurements of the other variables
have been more satisfactory. We
measured gun density with the in-
dex developed by Philip J. Cook,
which takes the average of the frac-
tions of suicides and homicides com-
mitted with guns in a given locale.®
The scope of local gun laws was
measured by an index that assigned
points to local laws according to how
much opportunity they gave to the

10. For an explanation of this index, see
Philip J. Cook, “The Effect of Gun Availa-
bility on Robbery and Robbery Murder: A
Cross Section Study of 50 Cities,” in Policy
Studies Review Annual, vol. 3, eds. R, H.
Haveman and B. B. Zellner (New York:
Sage Books, 1979).

police to make gun arrests. In this
index, the existence of carrying laws
counted most heavily, but laws re-
quiring identification cards for pos-
session and proscribing possession
by minor, alcoholics, felons, and so
forth were also given some weight.
Police proactivity was measured by
total arrest rates for drunkeness,
disorderly conduct, vagrancy, stolen
property, vandalism, suspicion, and
miscellaneous Part II offenses as
reported in the Uniform Crime
Reports. Since these arrests are
made primarily at the initiative of
patrol officers, total arrest rates in
these categories give some indica-
tion of how nosey and aggressive
local police departments are.
Preliminary results with the re-
gression model indicate that police
proactivity is probably the single
most important variable in deter-
mining levels of weapons arrests.
In many different specifications of

‘the model with many different com-

binations of explanatory variables,
police proactivity always emerges
with the appropriate sign and with
a large and significant coefficient.
Gun density and the scope of gun
laws all behave as expected, but
their effects are less clear and robust
as different specifications are tried.
Thus the regression model using ag-
gregate data suggests that general
police proactivity is probably the
most important explanation of ob-
served levels of weapons arrests.!!
To check this general conclusion
and to refine our understanding of
how weapons arrests were com-
monly made, we also visited five
different cities— Atlanta, Boston,
Los Angeles, St. Louis, and Washing-

11. Further details of this model will be
forthcoming in subsequent publications.
The best current estimation of the model
produces the following results (R? = 0.587;
F = 8.57):
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ton, D.C.—and analyzed samples of
incident reports describing the situ-
ations in which weapons arrests
were made. Obviously, some ques-
tion about the accuracy of the in-
cident reports exists, particularly
since weapons arrests may involve
searches on the border line of
legality. But for simple purposes,
such as a description of which units
made an arrest and whether the in-
vestigation was initiated by a com-
plaint or by something the police-
man observed, the incident reports
provide satisfactory evidence. The
questions we asked in looking at the
incident reports were quite simple:
(1) the kind of weapon involved —
we restricted our attention to guns
—(2) which police units made the
arrest; (3) whether the arrest was
the result of a complaint, an on-view
intervention, or an ongoing investi-
gation of some kind; and (4) the
demographic characteristics of the
person arrested.'?

The findings of the survey are
also easy to describe. First, hand-
guns were involved much more fre-

Adult weapons arrests = Constant
-8 x 107
(—1.08)

+ Police proactivity + Scope of gun laws
022 5.0 x 10~

+ Gun density + Police interest
1.8 x 107 -5.5 x 107*
(1.45) (—.16)

12. We also sought to develop more detailed
characterizations of the incident by de-
scribing (1) the relationship between the
complainant and the arrested person in the
case of complaints, (2) the features of the
situation that alerted the policeman in the
case of on-view intervention, and (3) the
target of the investigation in those cases in
which a weapons arrest emerged from an
ongoing investigation. But, since these data
are less reliable and are subject to many
qualifications, they are not reported here.

quently than long-guns in weapons
arrests in these cities. Typically,

more than 80 percent of the arrests
involved handguns. Second, the vast
majority, more than 80 percent, of
the arrests were made by patrol units
rather than investigative units. Third,
with respect to the circumstances
under which the police made weap-
ons arrests, some substantial vari-
ation occurred across the cities.
Table 2 presents the results. Atlanta
is the most reactive city with about
two thirds of the weapons arrests
being the result of complaints. Los
Angeles and St. Louis are the most
proactive with only about 40 percent
of their arrests produced by com-
plaints. Boston and Washingtor
occupy the middle ground with
about half their arrests emerging
from complaint situations. It is in-
teresting to note that “investi-
gations” account for relatively few
arrests in the five cities surveyed.
The fact that the relatively pro-
active cities were also the cities that
had higher rates of weapons arrests
lends support to the notion that
shifting to a proactive patrol strategy
will increase the number of weapons
arrests in a city.
Not unexpectedly, then, it appears
that the vast majority of weapons
arrests emerge from the patrol
column of Table 1. Investigations
account for only a small fraction.
In addition, very few investigations
appeared to be aimed directly at
weapons violations as weapons vio-
lations, and none emerged from
specialized weapons units. Thus the
specialized weapons investigative
mechanism is almost nonexistent.
Within the patrol column, it appears
that reactive patrol can account for
a large number of weapons arrests.
If a department shifts to a proactive
strategy, however, weapons arrests
will increase. It is almost as if com-
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TABLE 2

CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING WEAPONS ARRESTS IN FIVE CITIES

RESPONSE TO
Ciry COMPLAINTS

INVESTIGA-

ON ViEw TION OTHER
ToTaL
Atl ‘o
B e
Los Angeles (n = 106 52% 38% 10% o 100%
St. Louis (n = 15! ) 42% 51% 8% % 100%
Washington, D o % 39% 53% 8% 0% 100%
,D.C.(n = 178) 54% a79% 90/: g; 100%
0,
*n = number i 100%

plaints operate as a floor for weapons

ones who are arrested more fre-

enf ivi
orcement activity, and the greater quently as police shift to more ag

proactivity adds weapons arrests to
that basic Hoor. Unfortunately, our
survey of incident reports could not
revegl whether the proactivity was
specially aimed at weapons nor in
ff:lct could it reveal the administra-
tive m_echanisms that encouraged a
proactive approach to patrol. Thus
it is not clear how much could be
gamegl by giving special emphasis to
guns in proactive patrol nor how to
go about doing this. Still, the survey
data buttresses the implications of
the regression model: aggressive
patrollipg seems to be the key in
improving enforcement against il-

legal carrying and possession of
weapons.'?

PROACTIVE WEAPONS
ENFORCEMENT, RACE,
AND, YOUTH

The" suggestion that “aggressive
patrol is the key to weapons arrests
1mmed§ately raises the question of
who will bear the brunt of the in-
creqsed scrutiny involved in such’
ta?tlcs.. :The worry, of course, is that
minorities and youth will be the

13. Wilson and Boland go further and
suggest that aggressive patrol is effective
in discouraging robberies. See James Q
Wilson and Barbara Boland, “The Police an(i

Crime.” . ;
¢ 5'171;1)(3, Law and Society Review (spring

gressive means of making arrests.
The .mmdent reports we analyzed
provide some insight into this issue
because they included information
on the demographic characteristic of
the people arrested. Table 3 presents
the results.”* As one reads across
the rows from arrests made in re-
sponse to complaints to arrests made
as t.he result of on-view inter-
ventions, one might expect the frac-
tion of cases involving minorities
and.youth to increase. Generally
that is what one does observe—more
strongly with minorities than youth
howe\_fer. What is surprising how-
ever, is that the differences ,in the
popul_ations arrested by the different
tef:hm'ques are relatively small:
minority populations are a very Iarge;
fraction of those arrested in response
to complaints, and, in most cases
are only a slightly larger fraction,
of more arrested in the on-view in-
terventions; youthful populations
are a fairly small fraction of those
arresfed by complaint and are only
a slightly larger fraction of more

f14i—, Data on demographic characteristics
of t ose arrested were not collected in
Bpston since the original work here was de-
signed oply to discover the circumstances
surrounding the offense. Also, characteristics
of those ?rrested as a result of investigation
were omitted from this tabulation since th

numbers were so small. ©
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TABLE 3

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THOSE ARRESTED FOR
WEAPONS OFFENSES BY CIRCUMSTANCES OF ARREST

RESPONSE TO COMPLAINTS

ON-VIEW INTERVENTION

PERCENTAGE

PERCENTAGE

PERCENTAGE PERCENTAGE

OF LESS THAN OF LESS THAN
ciry MINORITY 21 YEARS OLD Numeer MiNORITY 21 YEARS OLD NumBser
Atlanta 72 17 86 86 11 43
Los Angeles 77 18 44 85 28 54
St. Louis 76 20 59 72 20 83
Washington, D.C. 81 17 96 89 20 65
arrested in on-view situations. Even . characteristics of those arrested,

more important is that the largest
changes in the characteristics of the
population arrested are not associ-

ated with a generally proactive .

posture. The largest differences
in the populations arrested by the
different methods occur in Atlanta
—a very large increase in the frac-
tion of minorities arrested in on-
view situation compared with com-
plaint situations—and in Los Angeles
—a very large increase in the frac-
tion of cases involving youth. Atlanta
is the least proactive department,
and Los Angeles is one of the most.
The other proactive department, St.
Louis, shows minimal differences in
the characteristics of the popula-
tions arrested by complaint and on-
view interventions.

Thus while there is a tendency for
proactive arrests to involve a more
minority and youthful population, a
shift in arrest practices toward pro-
active methods need not be accom-
panied by dramatic changes in the

Obviously, recorded arrests for weap-
ons offenses need not reflect the in-
cidence of stops and searches, and
we may be as concerned with the
stops as with the arrests. But still,
these data suggest that the police
and the community may have fairly
consistent views about where the
problem of weapons enforcement
lies and that a department can shift
to a proactive enforcement effort
against weapons without dramati-
cally changing the demographic
pattern of those arrested from what
the pattern would be if the depart-
ment merely responded to com-
plaints. Whether sufficient crime
reduction benefits could be gener-
ated to offset the anticipated changes
in the characteristics of those ar-
rested and exactly what administra-
tive steps would be required to
transform -more reactive depart-
ments into nondiscriminatory pro-
active patrols remain crucial un-
answered questions.




