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PREPARATORY MEETING FOR THE FIRST MEETING OF MINISTERS OF THE AMERICAS RESPONSIBLE FOR PUBLIC SECURITY:
INPUT FROM CARIBBEAN ACADEMICS AND EXPERTS

Montego Bay, March 6-7, 2008

The Department of Public Security of the Secretariat for Multidimensional Security of the OAS organized a meeting of academics and experts
 on March 6 and 7, 2008 to discuss issues related to the prevention and control of crime and violence in the Caribbean. The event was carried out with funding from the Government of Canada.
The two-day meeting, which was organized in collaboration with the Institute of Criminal Justice and Security of the University of the West Indies (UWI), was held in Montego Bay, Jamaica, and brought together ten Caribbean academics and experts in order to identify and propose a series of recommendations for improving public safety from a uniquely Caribbean perspective. It is expected that these recommendations will serve as input to enrich the dialogue of the First Meeting of Ministers of the Americas Responsible for Public Security to be held in Mexico on October 7 and 8, 2008. The views expressed in this report are those of the participating experts only.
During an open roundtable discussion, participants shared their perceptions of the various expressions of crime affecting the region, including organized crime, gangs, drug and arms trafficking, trafficking in persons and kidnapping. Furthermore, experts attempted to address the possible sources for these different manifestations of crime, specifically within the Caribbean context.

In general, it was agreed that poverty alone cannot explain crime, but rather that multiple political, ethnic, gender and/or socio-economic components contribute to criminal behavior in varying degrees, depending on the country. For example, garrison communities are a growing issue for Jamaica, while specific ethnic groups are associated with terrorist activities in Trinidad and Tobago. Gangs throughout the region may have formed for political reasons or because young males feel socially marginalized and/or excluded.

There is consensus, however, that throughout the region crime is becoming more aggressive and violent and is being committed by youth at earlier ages – even on school grounds. States are encouraged to more strongly address this issue of school violence and determine appropriate prevention strategies, particularly at the primary levels. Greater efforts should be made to deepen and promote democratic values, as well as foster educational opportunities and equal access for all youth.
Discussion then turned to the need to improve the capacity of the State to respond to crime and violence, primarily by reforming the criminal justice system.

In this regard it was agreed that there is an urgent need to reform national police organizations, which suffer from a general lack of trust and confidence on the part of Caribbean citizens. Public perception is one of gradually increasing levels of corruption at all levels of the police hierarchy. It appears that few cases of police corruption are taken to trial and as a result there are a very limited number of prosecutions.

For this reason, States must establish greater systems of accountability and transparency and increase responsiveness in order to better meet the public safety needs of citizens. In general it is believed that citizens are more trusting of, and have greater respect for, the national defense forces (military) than the police. Additional training is required not only for the police to learn new skills, but also to reshape their values and attitudes and to strengthen their role in protecting and serving the community at large.

In addition, participants agreed that stronger steps need to be taken to improve witness protection, including outside of the Caribbean given the region’s small population and territory. Efforts to protect the witness alone are not enough – the entire family must be assisted and/or relocated, which can be quite costly to the State. For this reason very few witnesses willingly appear at trial and as a result many cases are not effectively tried. Increased use of forensic research and creation of new legislation to reform trial procedures that would reduce the vulnerability of victims would help in this regard. Furthermore, greater resources should be allocated to ensure more effective judicial processes across the board.
Participants also discussed the need for increased prison reforms throughout the region. The rate of recidivism (the recurrence of criminal behavior after intervention by the justice system) is currently 68% in Barbados where approximately 1 in 3 offenders are back in prison within 5 years. Recidivism in Trinidad and Tobago is also quite high at a rate of 56%. Greater investment should be made in reintegration programs and in preparing offenders for life outside prison through education and job readiness. And at a cost of approximately US$11,000 per prisoner per year, prisons should be reserved for those who truly pose a danger to society. For non-violent offenders, States should look at such alternatives as: curfews, electronic monitoring systems, restitution, halfway houses, drug courts, community sentencing and probation. In general it was agreed that States should consider non-punitive approaches and more strongly encourage policies that promote greater peace and harmony.
In this sense, experts also agreed that States should more actively promote citizen participation to combat crime and violence in the region. It was suggested that the benefits of prevention through citizen groups and community policing could prove to be more economical for States over the long-run. When used properly, community watch groups can be effective, although experts cautioned about the possibility of citizens becoming vigilante/militia groups. For this reason States should be actively involved in the establishment of these groups and allocate the resources necessary for their development. Civil society participation is crucial to help states further their anti-crime strategies.

Over the course of the 2 days, experts also touched on the issues of private security and the need for greater regulations thereof; the effects of natural disasters on crime (most notably in the increase in looting and lawlessness); deportees; and the role of the media in affecting public perception of crime and violence. 

Throughout the discussions, it was apparent to all that greater information and statistical capacity is needed to more effectively address crime issues in the Caribbean. States should consider the creation of national and/or regional observatories to establish common indicators and to collect data and information on crime and violence throughout the region.

The above-referenced suggestions and others are presented on the pages that follow as input for the draft agenda and draft plan of action for the First Meeting of Ministers of the Americas Responsible for Public Security.
Suggested Items to be Included on the Ministerial Agenda

1. Strengthen state capacity to respond to the problem of crime and violence

a. All states have serious deficits

b. Need international cooperation to strengthen e.g. justice system reform

2. Discuss giving substance to democratization (in the Caribbean context) of criminal justice system:

a. Citizen participation

b. More equity in representation

c. Greater transparency and accountability of police

3. Regional (Caribbean) security cooperation

a. Need to refine security mechanisms

b. Crime observatory

4. Human rights issues, including:

a. Alternatives to incarceration

b. Restorative justice

5. Building confidence and trust, including

a. Community policing

b. Reduce and remove corruption within the security sector

c. Include civilian oversight

d. Community participation

6. Special consideration for children and youth as victims and offenders

Suggested Items to be Included on Ministerial Plan of Action

1.
Strengthen ongoing reform process of criminal justice systems, including:

a.
Strengthen police institutions: 

i. Strengthen accountability and civilian oversight

ii. Encourage equitable representation within police force

iii. Improve integrity

iv. Increase capacity to provide service to public

v. Improve public confidence

b. Strengthen and modernize courts systems, e.g.:

i. Strengthen witness protection program

ii. Encourage use of technological applications

iii. Address backlog of cases

iv. Increase capacity to provide service to public

v. Improve accountability within legal profession

c. Encourage penal reform:

i. Promote alternatives to incarceration

ii. Improve conditions for prisoners

iii. Develop and implement programs that meet needs of offender from entry into correction system to ensure reintegration

iv. Sensitize the public on penal reform

d. Guarantee human rights:

i. Review the application of capital punishment

ii. Promote restorative justice

iii. Prohibit excessive use of force

iv. Pay special attention to children within the justice system

2.
Promote stronger citizen participation

3.
Strengthen and encourage greater use of prevention strategies:

a. Promote social inclusion and integration

b. Promote healthy gender socialization, particularly with regard to male youth

c. Strengthen family life / parenting education

d. Implement effective youth and school-based interventions

e. Enhance social values and instill culture of lawfulness

4.
Review spending priorities and allocation of funds

5.
With regard to data collection, improve the capacity of State and civil society to:

a. Develop and/or improve data collection and analysis systems on crime and public safety issues

b. Monitor and evaluate projects and programs.

c. Measure performance indicators of those responsible for public safety (accountability)

6.
Encourage research to respond to policy and knowledge needs
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� The Participants were:  Anthony Harriott, Professor and Director of Institute of Criminal Justice, UWI/Mona, Jamaica; Ramesh Deosaran, Professor, Criminology and Public Policy, University of Trinidad and Tobago; Barry Chevannes, Professor Emeritus and Director of the Centre for Public Safety and Justice, UWI/Mona, Jamaica; David Granger, Adjunct Professor of National Security Affairs, Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies, NDU, Guyana; Julie Meeks, Head, Caribbean Child Development Center, UWI/ Open Campus, Jamaica; Kim Ramsay, Senior Research Officer, National Task Force on Crime Prevention, UWI/Cave Hill, Barbados; Biko Agozino, Professor of Sociology, Criminology Unit Coordinator, UWI/St. Augustine, Trinidad and Tobago; Corin Bailey, Research Fellow, UWI/Cave Hill, Barbados; Danielle Brown, Research Assistant, Institute for Criminal Justice and Security, UWI/Mona, Jamaica; 


Nicola Satchell, Lecturer/Research Assistant, Centre for Public Safety and Justice, UWI/Mona, Jamaica.





