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Issues 
in crime and criminal justice 
Dr Paul Wilson (General Editor) 

The sign which displays the presence ~ 
of a neighbourhood watch program is 1 
now a familiar sight in many parts of . 
Australia. At a time of substantial com-l 
munity concern about the state of ! 
crime, and especially residential ' 
burglaries, neighbourhood watch has 
been at the forefront of a combined 
effort by police and citizens to 'turn the 
situation around'. 

Just how successful the effort has 
been is the important question consid­
ered in this Trends and Issues report. 
The good news is that where a high 
level of citizen participation occurred in 
a neighbourhood watch program sig­
nificant reductions were likely to be 
achieved in reported residential burgla­
ries. The bad news is that these posi­
tive results were mixed with other less 
encouraging findings, including a poss­
ible displacement of crime to offences 
other than residential burglaries, or to 
other areas not covered by neighbour­
hood watch. 

The widespread enthusiasm and sup­
port for neighbourhood wat.ch exhibi­
ted by large numbers of Australians 
should not be dashed or diminished by 
these research results. Neighbourhood 

- watch remains a symbol of a renewed 
emphasis by police and citizens alike 
to work together in the task of prevent-

~ ing crime. The challenge now is to find 
ways of continuing this task within 
neighbourhoods and in the community 
at large. 

Duncan Chappell 
Director 
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n this report we raise 
> issues relating to the ~ neighbourhood watch 

programs with the ob­
ject of sensitising policy makers, 
criminal justice administrators, 
and researchers to the need for 
systematic research and the de­
velopment of data bases for 
'watch' programs. Victoria has 
been selected for analysis because 
the anti-crime program discussed 
in this report is well developed 
there and also because of the 
distinctive nature of its neigh­
bOUl'hood watch program. 

There have been increases of a 
significant proportion in most 
serious crimes in Australia during 
the last decade. It is, however, 
difficult to discover how much of 
this increase actually occurred 
and how much has resulted from 
the improvements in crime­
reporting and recording practices, 
Serious assaults have almost tri­
pled; robberies, rapes (including 
serious sexual assaults), fraud 
and forgery and motor vehicle 
theft have doubled. During the 
decade, the incidence of burglary 
also doubled, with a sharp in­
crease in residential burglaries 
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which currently account for over 
60 per cent of all burglaries. I 
Concomitant with the increases 
in crime, there has been a grad­
ual but persistent decline in crime 
solution rates. 

Understandably, the situation is 
of serious concern to the law 
enforcement agencies in particu­
lar and the community in gen­
eral. The first concrete measure to 
deal with the problem of rising 
residential burglary incidents was 
the neighbourhood watch pro­
gram in Victoria implemented in 
early '1984. Subsequently, all 
other jurisdictions in Australia 
introduced such schemes, 
Neighbourhood watch is not a 
novel scheme, although some 
aspects of it in Victoria may be 
different from similar schemes 
that have heen in operation over­
seas at least since the early 1970s. 

WHAT IS COMMUNITY CRIME 
PREVENTION? 

Citizens tend to believe that 
crime prevention is the task 
solely of the police and other 
criminal justice agencies and that 
crimes occur because of the fail­
ure of these agencies. Such a 
belief exists partly because of the 
impression created by official 
agencies and partly because of 
ignorance. The demands by po­
lice for more personnel and their 
calls for increased powers in the 
face of rising crime generate a 
strong impression to the public 
that these steps are needed to 
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check crime. Yet,histbrically, 
members of the community 
looked aft.er the safety, of local 
areas and it wilsonlywhen mod­
ern police emerged in the early 
nineteenth century that law en­
forcement agenc:ies took over a 
task formedy undertaken by citi­
zens. 

The most important element of 
community crime prevention ap­
pears ,to be to bring about social 
interaction, whereby residents of 
the community maintain a degree 
of familiaritv with 'each other. 
Such intera~tion and familiarity 
should,in theory at least, make it 
pO$sible to detect strangers in the 
cOll1munity. And finally, crime 
prevention theory suggests that 
such interactions may lead to a 
cohesive neigi'1bourhood. The 
basic philosophy of community 
crime prevention is that social 
interaction and citizen familiarity 
can play an important role in 
preventing, detecting, and report­
ing criminal behaviour. 

The neighbourhood watch pro­
gram is one of many types of 
community crime prevention ac­
tivities. A major thrust of watch 
programs is to reduce oppor­
tunity for crime. This task is car· 
ried out by improving citizens' 
awar('ness about public safety, by 
improving residents' attitudes 
and behaviour in reporting crime 
and suspicious events in the 
neighbourhood and by reducing 
vulnerability to crime with the 
help of property· identification 
and installation of effective secur­
ity devices. The individual watch 
programs within a state or dish'ict 
may vary in emphasis and or­
ganisational context. 

New South Wales has 1024 
neighbourhood watch districts 
and 1.25 million homes are ex­
pected to be covered by the 
scheme by mid-1987. In Victoria 
there are 617 watch programs 
covering over 1.3 million persons. 
The number of areas covered in 
other states and territories is far 
fewer: the ACT has 88, South 
Australia 18, Western Australia 
15, Tasmania three and 
Queensland one. 

The social and geographical 
characteristics of the areas cov­
ered by neighbourhood watch 
vary enormously with some areas 
presenting special problems for' 
citizen committees and the police. 
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THE VICTORIAN 
NEIGHBOURlIOOD WATCH 
PROGRAM 

, 
In Victoria, the neighbourhood 
watch program is co-ordinated on 
a state wide basis by a central 
project team based at police 
headquarters. In addition, each of 
the 16 police districts that have 
neighbourhood watch select a 
team of between two and four 
members who have a co­
ordinating role for programs 
within the district. On the aver­
age, each watch committee is 
established after 18 hours of po­
lice implementation and four 
hours is spent by one police offi­
cer for maintenance each month. 

A most distinctive feature of 
the neighbourhood watch in Vic­
torIa is that the public initiates 
the introduction of crime preven­
tion measures. If residents of an 
area desire a program they are 
asked to approach the police de­
partment with a letter of interest 
signed by at least 50 citizens in 
the area. Once such a petition 
has been received trained officers 
begin working with the residents. 

Each 'watch' program covers 
between 600 and 900 households 
and is administered by a commit­
tee of citizens from the area. The 
size of the committee ranges from 
20 to 35 with an average of 30. 
Records are kept of crime in each 
area and regular training courses 
are held for citizen and district 
and area representatives at police 
headquarters in Melbourne. In 
short, a sophisticated and well­
maintained administrative struc­
ture, involving both police and 
citizens,maintains the 
neighbourhood watch program in 
Victoria. 

EFFECTS OF 
NEIGHBOURHOOD WATCH 

The first neighbourhood watch 
program was implemented in 
Australia about three years ago. 
However, no evaluation of the 
program was planned, and none 
has been implemented since the 
launch of the watch program. In 
Victoria the program was laun­
ched in March 1984 and the po­
lice report that by May 1985, 
residential blirglaries were 16.04 
per cent lpwer than the first five 
months of 1984. At this stage 

neighbourhood watch involved 
only 120 programs suggesting 
that a 'ripple' effect was operat­
ing throughout the state. 

By September 1986 theVicto­
rian Minister for Police and Emer­
gency Services asserted that the 
'average reduction in residential 
burglaries in neighbourhood 
watch areas is about 30 per cent'. 
The Minister went on to state that 
the 'police estimated' that as a 
result of the 12.6 per cent drop in 
burglaries in 1985, the com­
munity had saved over $6 mil­
lion'. 

While there is no doubt that 
there was initially a substantial, 
drop in residential burglaries in 
Victoria and in other states, ques­
tions remain as to whether this 
drop is due directly to neighbour­
hood watch or to other factors 
such as new police patrolling 
methods, citizen consciousness 
being raised by media attention 
independent of neighbourhood 
watch programs or changes in 
the general economic climate. 

The Victoria Police themselves 
are cautious in ascribing reduc­
tions in burglary rates entirely to 
neighbourhood watch programs. 
They nate that, while they do not 
attribute all of the reduction to 
neighbourhood watch, the pro­
gram has been the only signifi­
cant change in policing strategy 
in recent times and therefore is 
certainly part of the reason for 
such significant reductions. 

Neighbourhood watch pro­
grams, or variants of these, have 
been in existence overseas for 
almost a decade and a half. A 
number of evaluations have been 
carried out particularly in the 
United States and Britain. It is 
instructive to review briefly the 
results of some of these. In a 
recent critical review of evaluation 
studies of community crime pre­
vention programs, Lurigio and 
Rosenbaum state that a large ma­
jority of such studies are: 

characterised by weak designs, 
an underuse of statistical signifi­
cance tests, a poor conceptual­
isation and definition of treat­
ments, the absence of a valid 
and reliable measurement of 
program implementation and 
outcomes, and a consistent 
failure to address competing 
explanations for observed ef­
fect. 2 
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H) and only medium intervention 
(B), pJ:oduced good results in 
reducing residential burglaries. 
Thus, they lend very reasonable 
support to the objective of 
neighbourhood watch in sup­
pressing residential burglary. 
Three of the high intervention 
districts also showed good results 
in· reducing non-residential 
burglaries (Table 2.2). The district 
with the highest concentration of 
neighbourhood watch also at­
tained significant reduction in 
motor vehicle thefts· (Table 2.3). 
On the negative side, in the high 
intervention district H, non­
residentjal burglary increased 
significantly and in districts A 
and I other thefts jumped 
sharply. Figures in the four tables 
tend to suggest that the expan­
sion of nEiighbourhood 'watch will 
attain desirable results in reduc­
ing residential burglaries, but the 
impact of such schemes on other 
property crimes is unclear. 

These results were confirmed 
by the multiple regression analy­
sis. Again, the most significant 
results were in relation to popu­
lation coverage and impact on 
residential burglary. In the Mel­
bourne metropolitan districts, 

residential burglary in the pre­
neighbourhood watch period 
increaSed by an average of 19 per 
cent. Regression analysis revealed 
that extension of neighbourhood 
watch produces decreases in resi­
dential burglary. At this point in 
time, howevel~ because of the 
lack of sufficient number of data 
points, the results of the multiple 
regression analysis cannot be 
llsed with a great deal of confi­
dence. 

PROGRAM MAINTENANCE 

It is clear that maintaining citizen 
and police interest in neighbour­
hood watch programs is vital to 
their continuing success. Though 
reviews of American programs 
generally show that reductions in 
burglary rates occur in the first 
few months after the implemen­
tation of such programs, doubt 
exists as to their long term effi­
ciency. 

NON-C!UME PREVENTION 
FUNCTIONS OF 
NEIGHBOURHOOD WATCH 

It is possible that future research 
might establish that though 

neighbourhood watch programs 
do reduce rates of burglary, dis­
placement effects occur so that, 
for example, auto theft concur­
rently increases. Even if this re­
sult is found in subsequent 
evaluation research, it does not 
mean that this form of com­
munity crime prevention is a fail­
ure. Other crime prevention 
programs and strategies could 
well be implemented in order to 
deal with the rise in auto theft or 
other crime activity occurring as a 
result of a possible dispiacement 
effect. 

In addition, there may be ad­
vantages associated with 
neighbourhood watch programs 
not related to reductions in spe­
cific crime activities in residential 
areas. The following assertions, 
for example, have been made 
regarding the benefits of neigh­
bourhood watch programs. 

m Individuals, often previously 
isolated and unknown to each 
other, form social relations as a 
result of neighbourhood watch 
programs and activities. In­
creased interaction between 
residents assists. in breathing 
life into neighbourhoods 
marked previously by alien­
ation and community apathy. 

El The police and the public, pre­
viously suspicious and distant 
from each other, are able to 
interact in productive and crea­
tive ways. As a result of these 
positive interactions, police! 
public relations markedly im­
proves. 

llJ The police, who often interact 
with the public in conflict situ­
ations (serving summonses, 
chargb:1g persons, booking mo­
torists} etc) tend often to be­
come overtly cynical and 
mistrustful of the public. The 
formation, implementation and 
maintenance of neighbourhood 
watch programs may well re­
orientate the attitude of officers 
towards citizens.in a more con­
structive and positive direction. 

fiJ Fear and anxiety associated 
with worrying about crime may 
decrease. As a result of realis­
ing that surveillance measures 
are operating within a 
neighbourhood, residents are 
more willii1g to walk the 
streets, interact with their 
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neighbours and leave their 
house for social activities. 
Neighbourhood watch will,)n 
short, reduce the fear and anxi­
ety associated with crime even 
if the actual level of crime re­
mains the same. 

. !ill Neighbourhood watch activities 
can be generalised into other 
constructive community initiat­
ives'such as improving road 
and traffic conditions, child­
minding networks, commuter­
tra11sport sharing and so on. 

However, for each of these as-
sertions counter-arguments can 
be mounted. For example, it is 
possible to argue that increased 
community activity as a result of 
a neighbourhood watch program 
may lead to increased fear of 
crime. 

CONCLUSIONS 

On balance, it would appear that 
community crime prevention, in 
the form of neighbourhood 
watch, has some redeeming val­
ues. Although it is realised that 
the official crime statistics are not 
the best set of data for evaluation, 
decreases in recorded numbers of 
residential burglaries in some 
neighbourhood watch areas can­
not be overlooked. There remain, 
however, many nagging issues; 
establishing causal links between 
neighbourhood watch and crime 
redu,ction and displacement ef­
fects are but two of these which 
need to be examined more fully. 
Examination of these issues is by 
no means an easy task as there 
appear to be numerous concep­
tual and methodological impedi­
m~nts. A few of the important 
obstacles are summarised below 
and it is hoped that systematic 
evaluation of neighbourhood 
watch programs in Australia, will 
grapple with these and other 
obstacles. 

.Producing social cohesion 

It h~s been pointed out that an 
important element of a com­
munity crime prevention program 
is to bring about social cohesion. 
During the past few decades, the 

ever changing life style of urban 
centres has resulted in almost 
complete erosion of informal so­
cial interacti()n. Can a program 
with a single objective of reduc­
ing residential burglary reverse 
this complex social trend? 

Defining neighbourhood watch 

The operation of neighbourhood 
watch incorporates many activi­
ties and each activity can vary in 
content. This meanf) that the defi­
nition of a program has to define 
the activities involved fairly 
specifically. For example, public 
education programs, informal 
surveillance by residents, increase 
in police patrols, marking of 
property, increased use of secur­
ity devices, improved methods of 
burglary investigation, and so on, 
are some of the activities which 
constitute a watch program. Yet, 
since it is possible for each of 
these activities to be carried out 
in more than one way, each 
should be properly clarified. 

Targeting anti-crime measures 

Research and statistical evidence 
indicate socio-economically disad­
vantaged areas have high crime 
rates. It is not sufficiently clear 
whether these areas receive pri­
ority for crime prevention efforts. 
Significant reduction in crime 
may not be possible unless inter­
ventions are operative in high 
crime areas. 

Describing organisational 
elemenfs 

It is important that the method of 
selection and characteristics of 
committee members, the struc­
ture of the committee, its re­
lationship with the local police 
and many other organisational 
matters be described in sufficient 
detail. It is also necessary to 
monitor changes in the organisa­
tional elements over time. 

Measuring unintended outcomes 

Crime reduction and not redistri­
bution is the goal of anti-crime 
measures. Careful attention 
needs, therefore, to be given to 
assessing the displacement ef~ 
fects, if any. 

·c 

Eliminating root causes or crime 

Success of neighbourhood watch 
in reducing residential crime and 
fear of crime is not the end of the 
story. The public must also con­
sider action programs targeted at 
the root causes of crime. For ex­
ample, criminological research 
demonstrates that youngsters are 
disproportionately represented in 
illegal activity. Research also 
shows that much of the crimino­
genic process is linked to the 
development stages of the youth. 
Improving educational, employ­
ment, health and recreational 
opportunities available to the 
youth would seem, therefore, to 
be of paramount significance. 

To conclllde: we believe that al­
though neighbourhood watch 
programs offer considerable 
promise as a method of reducing 
certain crimes, the schemes 
should not be adopted uncriti­
cally. Preliminary evidence sug­
gests that the effectiveness of 
such schemes may dissipate over 
. time and that displacement ef­
fects can occur. What are badly 
needed, in the Aush·alian context, 
are system evaluations of both 
the process and outcome of im­
plementing neighbourhood watch 
programs. 

NOTES 

1. For the sake of convenience we chose 
the term 'burglary' rather than break, 
enter und steal. 

2. A. J. Lurigio and D. P. Rosenbaum, 
'Evaluation Research in Community 
Crime Prevention: A Critical Look at 
the Field' in D. P. Rosenbaum (ed.) 
C01llmunity Cri1lle Preventioll; Does it 
WO"k? Sage Publications, Beverly Hille 
1986, p. 20. 

3. D. P. Rosenbaum 'The Theory and 
Research Behind Neighbourhood 
Watch: Is it a Sound Fear and Crime 
Reduction Strategy?' Crime alld Delill­
qllellcy, Vol. 33, No.1, January 1987, 
p.l09-10. 

4. T. Bennett, All Evaluatioll of Two 
Neighbourhood Watch Sche1lles ill LOlldoll. 
Institute of Criminology, University of 
Cambridge, March 1987. 

Our thanks to John Walker for advice and 
assistance regarding statistical analysis 
and Dianne Dagger for secretarial and 
editing services. 
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A large majority of community 
crime prevention programs begin 
without any plans for systematic 
evaluation. Rosenbaum, in !:l re­
cent review of the soundness of 
community crime prevention stra­
tegies, suggests that in his view 
'only two evaluations to date can 
be viewed as reasonably strong 
tests of neirhbourhood watch 
model . . : These two concerned 
the watch programs in Seattle 
(Cirel, et al., 1977; and Lindsay 
and McGillis, 1986) and the Ford 
Foundation funded Chicago 
evaluation (Rosenbaum, et al., 
1985, 1986). He further indicates 
that whereas the Seattle evalu­
ations showed decline in residen­
tial burglary in target areas, the 
Chicago evaluation shows 
neighbourhood watch to have 
generally a negative impact. 

Across the Atlantic, Bennett, in 
his evaluation of two sites with 
neighbourhood watch in London 
observed doubtful results.4 The 
executive summary of the study 
indicates that the level of residen­
tial burglary did not change in 
one site and increased in the 
other. However, the study did 
show a marginal reduction in fear 
of crime in one of the sites. 

NEIGHBOURHOOD WATCH 
AND THE DISPLACEMENT 
EFFECT 

use different methods' or change 
the time of committing burgla­
ries, or engage in other offence 

Ell",,;:::i:::::>:;:;::;, ':;!l:,g:;:, Iil:::l· :;:::. "o:l:P~.#i ~, '~'=;Zl:;:::l. '!li,:;:::, :1li''''~''':l:'l;:'==~ types, etc. What follows in the 
Changes in the incidence of crime 
as a consequence of neighbour­
hood watch is referred to as dis­
placement of crime and this de­
notes a redistribution rather than 
reduction in crime. Displacement 
can occur in several ways. A 'suc­
cessful' anti-crime program may 
result in changes in criminal be­
haviour. Offenders, by circum­
venting preventive measures, may 
move to other neighbourhoods 
where no such schemes are in 
operation, select different targets, 

remaining part of this section is a 
Phr~li:ninarLatt~~! _~o examil1e ,_ 
t IS Issue. 

The State of Victoria is divided 
into 11 metropolitan (Melbourne) 
and 12 country police districts. 
All the 11 metropolitan and five 
of the country ,districts had 
neighbourhood watch programs 
operating as at 30 June 1986. 
However, at"that date the proPQr­
tion of population covered by the 
watch program in each district 
varied markedly. In Melbourne 
this coverage varied between a 
low of 6 Her cent of the popu­
lation in ;.:ciistrict 'V' to a high of 
44 per c(?nt in district 'I' as at 30 
June 1986; the coverage in the 
country districts varied between 1 
and 16 per cent. 

Statistics on the number of 
reported incidents of residential 
burglary, other burglary, motor 
vehicle theft, and other thefts for 

", each of the 23 police districts for 
~;;$,4;:a~ •• ~~$1}: the years 1982, 1983, 1984-85 and 

.': 

'.;~-~il~';;.::}' -1...9$5-8.9 w~re extr,acted Jrom, the_, . 
'f;:CI.;;':;i~:~:'::-- 'Statistical Review of Crime pub-

lished by the Victoria Police De-
AJartment. These statistics are 
expressed as rate per 100 000 
population. We treat the first two 
years as pre-neighbourhood 
watch and the last two as post­
watch periods. 

For each of the districts, aver­
age percentage change in rates 
were calculated. Since preventing 
residential burglary remains the 
main objective of neighbourhood 
watch, attempts have been made 
to examine changes in residential 
burglary in comparison with 
changes in the other three offence 
categories. Figure 1 demonstrates 
the changes in the levels of resi-' 
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dentialvs non-residential bur­
glaries for each of the police dis­
tricts. It is quite apparent that 
there is no systematic movement. 

_. Instead, there. appears to be a 
number of movements. In Mel­
bourne, seven of the eleven po­
lice districts showed declines in 
residential burglary, but only four 
also showed declines in non­
residential burglary. Only district 
'I' (44 per cent of the population 
covered by neighbourhood watch) 
recorded a significant reduction 
in both types of burglaries. Dis­
trict 'M' (24 per cent of the popu­
lation covered by neighbourhood 
watch) showed a very high in­
crease in residential burglary and 
some i1{cr~a.?e. iJ;;l.1he; 9t1~er. 
Neighboaiho()Q watctl operated· 
in only five of the 12 country 
districts and the population cov­
erage was low. The changes in 
the rates of both types of bur­
glaries have been chaotic. Non­
residentiaL burglaries increased in 
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each of the twelve districts (five 
of the districts showed increases 
of well over 40 per cent). In the 
district where the largest number 
of watch programs of any country 
district operated, significant in­
creases in both types of bur­
glaries were recorded. A district 
wb:ich hosted no neighbourhood 
watch showed a sharp reduction 
in residential burglary. 

Comparison of changes be­
tween residential burglary and 
motor vehicle theft presents an 
altogether different picture. In 
each of the metropolitan police 
districts and in ten of the country 
districts moror vehicle thefts in­
creased substantially (Figure 2). 
A11 but one of the police districts 
in Victoria showed increases of 
various dimensions in the theft 
(other than motor vehicle theft) 
rate (Figure 3r The charfges 'fh 
the rates of the four crime types 
examined here do raise the issue 
of redistribution of crime. t"i-te 
average rate of increase in motor 
vehicle theft and other thefts in 
the post '~leighbourhood' w~tch 
years (1984-85 and 1985-86) in 
Victoria has been higher than that 
in the pre-watch years. The pre­
Iiminarycrime figures for)986-87 

also show a continuing and sub­
stantial rate of increase. 

FURTHER ANALYSIS 

It is premature, however, to con­
clude that these increases demon­
strate a definite shift as a resuit of 
neighbourhood watch. We sub­
jected the data to two statistical 
tests: (i) examination of the stand­
ard scores for each of the police 
districts for all the four offence 
types; and (ii) use of multiple 
regression technique. The results 
of the first test, which expresses 
deviations from the mean in units 
of the standard deviation, are 
produced in Tables 2.1 to 2.4. 
During this analysis it became 
clear that the 23 police districts, 
in terms of watch content, can be 
divided into four groups: districts 
with no neighbourhood watch, 
those with population coverage of 
under 16 per cent (low interven­
tion), districts with 16 to 30 per 
cent coverage (medium interven­
tion), and districts with a cover­
age of over 30 per cent. 

Looking at the impact on resi­
dential burglary (Table 2.1), it is 
quite clear that all the four high 
intervention districts (A,I,U and 
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