MAN'S INHUMANITY TO MAN as
personified in the crime of robbery is
seldom cqualed in the scemingly cnd-
less lexicon of criminal activity. Few
other crimes, with the cxccption per-
haps of murder and rape, so thoroughly
traumatize—physically and mentally—
the victim as does robbery. Since the
parameters of robbery often include
rape and cven murder, robbery must
be considercd the most vicious of
crimes.

Robbery takes on many variations
of its central theme. It ranges from
the armed assault, which all too often
ends in homicide, to the merc grab
and run of the “purse snatcher.” No
matter what the individual circum-
stances, the victim is left not only with-
out something of valuc, usually moncy,
but with a sensc of abject vulncrability
which causes him to be apprehensive
and frightened. His feeling of help-
lessness often Ieads to withdrawal from
normal activity and to fears of further
victimization.

Of all the crimes of robbery, thosc
committed on the public strcets and
byways probably result in fulfilling
the above description best. So-called
“strect crimes” of robbery arc one of
the major reasons for the flight from
the inncr citics of those persons who
feel most threatened, have the re-
sources and lack the racial inhibitions
for residential mobility.

It was the realization of the actual
and psychological impact of “strcet
robbery” that led Commissioner John
Nichols to order his command staff to
cxaminc what appeared to him to have
become a problem of cpidemic pro-
portions in Detroit. In 1970 there were
some 23,038 robberics in Detroit; of
this number, 17,888 occurred on the
streets of the city. Eighty-five citizens
had been slain while being victimized
by the robbers. Untold thousands morc
were injured during the commission of
the crimes. The casualtics ranged from
broken bones to injurics so severe that
the victims werc permanently disabled.
Somc were confined to hospital beds
and wheclchairs for the rest of their
lives. Some languished just long cnough
not to constitute murder (a ycar and
a day).

It was madc cmphatically clear at
a staff meeting that cntircly legitimate
pleas that little could be done about
this type of crime using ordinary police
methods would not sufficc. Tt had been
resolved to somchow reduce the vio-
lence and bloodshed attendant to strect
robbery. The only stipulation in the
mandate was that whatever solutions
were proposed be effective and selective
as well as lcgally and morally proper.
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In order to attempt to properly ap-
proach the problem, sclected cxccu-
tives began collecting computer data
and individual casc historics of a
random sample of robberics throughout
the city. It soon became possible to
establish a somcwhat valid profile of
the typical robbery victim—and to a
lesser extent, the perpetrators. This,
briefly, was the victim's profile: He
was typically middle-aged or older.
There were twice as many male victims
as female victims. The victim usually
lived in or near the neighborhood in
which the robbery took place, and in
three-quarters of the cases he was
black.

A comparative profile of the perpe-
trator indicated that he was typically
young, 17 to 29, and nonwhite. In
8,718 cases he was armed with a hand-
gun; in 462 with a shotgun or rifle; in
7,009 cases he used bodily force; and
in the balance of cascs a wide varicty
of weapons was cmployed.

To gain somc insight into thc prob-
lem, we reviewed our computer print-
outs on locations and made field in-
spections of the arcas. In addition, we
scrutinized a large number of actual
reports in depth. It soon became
obvious that in thc vast majority of the
cases the crimes were not, as onc would
expect, being commitied covertly.
Rather, they were blatantly carried out
in full view of other citizens on the
street.

In this phenomenon was scen a pos-
sible approach to the problem which
would capitalize on the fact that the
criminal felt relatively safe in carrying
out the act in thc presence of other
citizens. Hc apparently had become
persuaded that large segments of the
community were cither so apathetic or
intimidated that they would not intcr-
fere. Thus his only concern was to

assure himself that no uniformed police
were in the area.

All of these factors, coupled with the
pre-cxisting bias of onc of thc staff
which caused him to be cnamoured
with the efficacy of surveillance and
plainclothes opcrations, led to a pro-
posal being submitted and, after sev-
cral rather minor refincments, being
approved by Commissioner Nichols.

The proposal cssentially could be
described as “zero visibility patrol.”
It was to ecncompass a wide varicty of
well-known police patrol techniques
along with morc uniquc innovations.
The keystone of the entirc plan was to
be innovative and initiative on the part
of the officers to be assigned.

A typical tour of duty would scc the
assigned personncl on foot patrol in
tcams of two or threc men or women.
They would be accompanied by mobile
patrols in unmarked patrol cars, taxi-
cabs, delivery trucks, campers, bicycles
or kiddic cars, as appropriatc. It was
also cnvisioned that, depending on the
characteristics of each individual pat-
tern, the officers would disguisc them-
sclves and act as dccoys.

The heart of the concept, which re-
mained to be named, was to be the
analysis of robberies which would be
done by CID officers of the Robbery
Scction who would be assigned to the
unit. This analysis cntailed cach report
of robbery throughout the city being
immediately transmitted to headquar-
ters. These reports would then be
studied to Icarn the age, race, sex and
other personal data of both victim
and perpetrator, with special cmphasis
on direction, method and style of attack.

It became clear that the computer—
so valuable in assigning patrol units
and analyzing overall crime patterns
—was not going to give the definitive
detail nceded for our analysis. We
needed specific locations, not scout car

territorics or census tracts. We necded
extremely detailed information on vic-
tim and perpetrator. The result was a
return to thc now archaic method of
colored pins on maps. The maps were
broken down by precincts, with various
colored pins representing differcnt time
frames and so on.

As patterns emerged as to time of
attack, method, location, description of
perpetrators and victims, men would be
assigned to thosc arcas at the appro-
priate times.

At this timc District Inspector Gor-
don Smith, who was to co-command
the new unit, suggested the acronym
STRESS-—Stop the Robberies, Enjoy
Safe Streets.

With the basic concept well in hand,
a target datc was selected for the unit
to become operational by February
15, 1971—a tight timetable to be sure.

An administrative decision was then
made to use the cxisting uniformed
patrol unit known as Precinct Support
Unit. This is a highly competent and
cfficient tactical unit which had been in
opcration for seven years. This unit
would become a core of experienced
officers, to which would be added young
officers not long out of the academy.
This would give balance, it was thought.

An intensive training period was
begun whilc the appropriate equipment
was being asscmbled and the marked
cars repainted. Fortunately, some com-
munications cquipment became avail-
able under a Safe Streets Act federal
grant.

The training cmphasized thorough
review of the state law, particularly on
the issuc of entrapment, scarch and
scizure, usc of force. Further training
included surveillance techniques and
covert methods of patrol.

To defend against allegations of en-
trapment, the officers assuming the
decoy configuration would not be al-
lowed to wear cxpensive clothes or
jewelry or to carry large sums of
money. The officers were instructed to
allow the criminal acts to be com-
pleted—both for their own safety and
to avoid the latent ambiguity of in-
choate crimes.

Mecanwhile, the procurcment cam-
paign to obtain clothing, wigs, vchicles
and other items needed was proceed-
ing. The business community, with the
cooperation of thc Board of Com-
merce, camc through admirably with
thosc items nceded as well as with the
loan of trucks, taxis and various ve-
hicles. This public-spiritedness was
even morc remarkable, since the dona-
tions werc madc with no questions
asked as to the usc of the material.

A few days prior to the actual in-
auguration of thce operation, full dis-
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closure was made to the mass media.
This was donc consciously, out of the
conviction of Commissioner Nichols
that one of the main advantages to
come from STRESS might well be the
imparting to the criminal thc doubt
that his next victim may not be the
helpless old lady or drunk, as the crim-
inal may have first assumed.

Additionally, it was belicved that
such frank disclosurc would alleviate
thc spontancous reactions of certain
persons who see the removal of uni-
forms from policemen as a further
move toward “big brotherism” or “po-
lice statc"—a hope in vain, as it turned
out, since strident cries of “fascism”
still flourished in the radical press.

Almost immediately the STRESS
operation began to make arrests rele-
vant to those strect crimes that it was
designed to function against. The birth
of the operation was not without the
usual labor pains we accept as a nor-
mal part of the start of any new unit.

The anguish of some of the prob-
lems did have their comic rclief, how-
ever. On the first night of operations,
Commissioner Nichols, Superintendent
Charles Gentry and Assistant Superin-
tendent Anthony Bertoni met with the
men to wish them well. Those men
who had been dressed up as ladics,
through the kindness of thc business-
men of the city, were extremely ncrv-
ous over mecting those execcutives,
some for the first time, “in drag.”

At the end of the shift there was a
delegation sent to the co-commanders
with a complaint. The mini-skirted
spokesman said, “Inspector, no onc
tried to rob us, but we got six lewd
proposals.” After the laughter died
down, we saw that the men did look
attractive and probably were being
perccived as prostitutes, rather than
innocent victims.

As the men became morc accus-
tomed to their new job, thc arrests
mounted. Tt was noted that the officers
werc making many arrests for robbery,
burglary, car theft and cven rape, mur-
der and arson while in the “decoy”
phasc of the operation. This was ap-
parently because they had successfully
assumed the appcarance of the citizens
of the ncighborhoods in which they
worked.

Several of our men were robbed by
thugs. Each time this occurred the
event was given wide publicity in order
to obtain the maximum psychological
advantage. Reporters were encouraged
to writc in-depth articles and were
given open access to the operation.
Television documentarics were pro-
duced and shown.

One of the unfortunatc results of
this frank and unselfconscious secking
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of publicity was the emphasis placed
by the media on the decoy phase of
the STRESS operation. This dramatic
activity, which saw officers constantly
exposing themselves to physical danger
and death at the hands of individuals
whose patterns indicated they would
not hesitate to resort to violence,
caught the public’s imagination.

Predictably, thc cncounters with
holdup men, who found that instcad of
a helpless victim they had actually
sclected a brave and highly competent
police officer, led to violence. In the
first cight months of opecrations, cight
felons were slain by STRESS officers.
Seven died while attempting to shoot it
out with officers, or while in flight after
robbing them. Onc was killed whilc
attempting to shoot responding officers
with a shotgun, when a STRESS crew
“backed up” a uniformed car to a
family disturbance.

Thirty-cight STRESS officers were
shot, cut or assaulted; fortunately, nonc
was seriously injured.

Then, on August 26, 1971, a young
black officer who had volunteered for
STRESS was shot to death when he
and his partner interdicted a robbery
of a narcotic pad. For five days all
other STRESS operations camc to a
halt while a maximum effort was made
to identify and apprchend his killers.
This cffort culminated in the arrest
and charging of two men and a girl.
The identification and arrest were made
by the patrolman’s brother officers
from STRESS.

On June 15 a series of cvents had
occurred which was to trigger a major
controversy over STRESS. For the
first time since its inception, a STRESS
crew was assigned to a specific arca
based on citizen requests. These citi-
zens lived in the vicinity of a neighbor-
hood center which housed social activi-
ties, a mcthadone center and recreation
activities. According to the complaint,
the visitors to this facility were preying
on residents of the area. These resi-
dents were predominantly black citi-
zens, but significant numbers of whites
still lived on adjacent strects. The
main thoroughfarc of Detroit was onc
block away. An cxamination of reports
which had been reccived rcvealed
morc than one distinct pattern, indi-
cating multiple assailants,

When the STRESS crews first
worked the arca in June, they werc
immediately successful in apprehend-
ing several persons for “purse snatch-
ing” and robbery. The problem scemed
to be alleviated and the arca was left
alone.

In August the robberies began again
and the STRESS crew returned to the
area. At 9:20 p.m. on Scptcmber 17

an officer, in company with his threc
cover officers, went into the neighbor-
hood. In responsc to the pattern of
offenses, the target officer took on the
appearance of a stranded motorist who
had been partying. He carried a gas
can and appeared to have been
drinking.

As he approached the Center, he was
set upon by two black men who had
been loitering on the steps. Two of his
cover officers were behind him about
onc block away, which was as close as
they could get, due to the terrain. The
third cover officer, who was driving a
taxi, had gotten out of position and had
to circle the block because he was on
a onc-way strect.

The assailants knocked the target
officer to the ground, after striking him
in the stomach with a metal rod. After
knocking him down, they attempted to
get his wallet. Finally, one of them
jerked his watch off. He identified
himsclf as a police officcr, at which time
they fled, going in opposite directions.
After repcated warnings for them to
halt, he fired his service revolver and
both subjects fell.

When covering officers arrived, they
conveyed the two subjects to the City
hospital, where both were pronounced
dead.

A young enterprising reporter for
one of the two local papers went to the
Center and listencd to what was pur-
ported to be eyewitness accounts of the
robbery and shooting. He reported
these highly inflammatory accounts as
though they were in fact true, without
cven a cursory investigation.

Central to the issue which arose
from this incident was the concern of
the community over the fact that the
target officer was a survivor of a shoot-
out in which his partner was killed by
members of a black nationalist orga-
nization. At the subsequent trial the
assailants—who werc arrcsted in a
church shortly after the killing—were
found not guilty. Many clements of the
community unjustifiably and emotion-
ally accused the officer of cxacting
retribution for the death of his partner
by killing the two youths. Much of the
rancor surfaced and, in cffect, crystal-
lized the thinking of most Detroiters by
splitting the community into “anti or
pro” STRESS clements, which crossed
color and economic lines. The admin-
istration recognized the need for strong
and aggressive support of the program
and stood firm in the face of this
vociferous and often demonstrative
criticism.

Another major concern in this inci-
dent lay in the fact that the victims
were youths in their carly teens. One
can aimost universally predict the first



two questions a police commander will
ask on being notificd in the middle of
the night and told one of his officcrs
has fatally shot a criminal. The first:
“How is the officer?” “Is he all right?”
The second: “How old was the thief?”

So pervasive is the equation of crim-
inal responsibility with chronological
age in the United States that police
cverywhere recognize that an event
guarantced to create a shockwave of
protest is the shooting of a legally (and
often artificially) defined juvenile re-
gardless of the heinousness of the act
which he has committed. Nowhere is
there full realization that age does not
cnter into the clements of statutes de-
fining the parameters in the usc of fatal
force.

Commissioner Nichols saw the at-
tack on STRESS as more than the issuc
of shooting two youths. He quite ac-
curately analyzed thc assault as di-
rected at the issue of whether we could
police black communities.

The administration took the position
of defending the concept, but allowed
the specific issuc of the patrolman’s
shooting of the two youths to go un-
answered, pending the outcomc of a
departmental Board of Inquiry (rou-
tine for all police shootings) and the
independent  investigations of the
Wayne County Prosecutor’s office.

We belicved that the arguments for
STRESS as a concept werc cogent and
persuasive. Statistically, STRESS was
unassailable in terms of its cffective-
ncss. In slightly under 11 months of
full operations, it has compiled an
impressive rccord which includes over
800 felony arrests and prosecutions.
Charges range from murder, rape and
robbery to larceny by trick. In addi-
tion, the officers have arrested and
charged over 300 persons with mis-
demeanors ranging from unregistered
guns to state traffic offenses. Added
to this figure arc 190 juveniles appre-
hended on charges which, if committed
by adults, would have been felonies.
Hundreds more have been cited for
city ordinance violations, traffic viola-
tions and miscellancous other offenses.
Six hundred and seventy-one guns
were confiscated, 581 of which were
handguns.

A strange and inexplicable phenome-
non began to develop. While we read
headlines in local newspapers such
as  “STRESS Under Attack” and
“STRESS Must Go,” a deluge of mail
began to come into the Commissioner’s
office. Senior members of his staff,
who had survived literally hundreds of
crises in the past, said they had never
seen such an influx of mail, telegrams
and phone calls. A content analysis
of the mail found it to be overwhclm-
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ingly in favor of STRESS—probably
5,000 picces altogether. Significantly,
out of the total public response, fewer
than a dozen items were anti-STRESS.

Interestingly enough, a sizeable pro-
portion—if not the majority of the
respondents—were black people. Many
of them had been victims of street
crimes themselves. Surprisingly, few
letters were blatantly racist in nature.
Commissioner Nichols personally an-
swered cach letter or postcard which
was signed.

It was obvious that the media——or
some of its representatives—were
cither talking about a different issuc
or were writing in response to their
own cditorial bias. This became al-
most ludicrous when the cditorial page
of onc paper attacked STRESS as
racist, immoral and uncthical while
making various other implications of
ncgative police-community relations;
yet on the same page, for several suc-
ceeding days, letters to the editor were
almost completely in favor of STRESS.

The publicity has had several inter-
esting cffects. One of them was the
appcarance of a variety of bumper
stickers and lapel buttons with slogans
like “Support STRESS” or “We Nced
STRESS.” Also, citizens and officers
have been asked by persons about to
rob them if they were STRESS officers.
When they replied that they were not,
the robbery took place.

Onc statistic not previously men-
tioned is the robbery figure for 1971.
Robberies showed a decrease of 9.9
percent for the year. Only two months
had increased over 1970. January had
a 15.7 percent increase and July had a
2.1 percent increase. This decline was
the first such downturn in a decade.
The co-commanders of STRESS had
to be restrained from congratulating
themselves and their unit, simply be-
causc therc is no objective way to
prove conclusively that STRESS was
responsible for some or all of the
decrcase.

The most sobering fact is the in-
creasing recognition of the high cor-
relation in terms of causc and effect
between street robbery and narcotic
(hcroin) addiction. If onc needed any
more proof of this, then it is abun-
dantly clear that it would only be
necessary to cxaminc the patterns of
robbery which indicate that most street
robberies arc occurring in the ncar
proximity of narcotic supplicrs.

This high correlation of robberics
and heroin tempers grandiose claims of
credit to any individual unit, since at
about the time of the inauguration of
STRESS the Commissioner also began
a massive enforccment cffort against
heroin traffic. This included the quad-

rupling of the central narcotic unit, the
establishment of precinct narcotic units
and the involvement of the entire de-
partment in narcotic enforcement.

One must view thc robbery down-
turn, then, as the result of a systems
approach to the problem and refrain
from making claims for any specific
approach which cannot be objectively
cvaluated.

We have written this article not to
describe a new technique, nor to cele-
bratc or idcalize any particular law
enforcement approach. Rather, our
intention has been to identify a phe-
nomenon that many of us fail to recog-
nize because of our day-to-day involve-
ment in crisis management. That is,
there are no spokesmen for the black
community because therc is no single
black community, but rather many
communitics who share only a common
racial heritage. Second, the black peo-
ple of large urban areas rccognize that
they arc the chief victims of black
crime and they want something done
about it. They, as do police adminis-
trators, regret the taking of human life,
but accept the public statement made
by Commissioner Nichols: “The rob-
ber names the game. He can quit
robbing, or if he docsn’t he can sur-
render when called upon to do so by a
policcman.”

Black people arec adamant in their
commitment to support firm but fair
law enforcement which is designed cx-
plicitly to give them the level of pro-
tection to which they arc entitled. They
will not mindlessly follow so-called
lcaders who persist in vociferously at-
tacking police for any cfective meas-
ures they adopt. Not only will they
not follow such leadership, but they
themsclves will lead the way in support
of legitimate police functions. This
was dramatically demonstrated a few
weeks ago when 500 residents of an
all-black neighborhood turncd out to
cheer a narcotic crew as they raided a
narcotic pad.

Again in reference to STRESS, a
whitc STRESS officer was approached
by a black man who asked, “You got
any monecy?” The officer's nerves
bunched as he prepared to respond to
the assault he belicved was coming. He
replied “no.” The man then rcached
into his pocket. The officer tensed even
morc. The man pulled out a dollar and
said, “Here, take this, you shouldn’t
walk around here—it’s a bad arca.”

With citizen response and concern,
as demonstrated above, and units like
STRESS, perhaps we arc beginning to
sec a glimmer of light at the cnd of the
tunncl. At lcast we know that both
policc and community aspire to the
same goals. *
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