
GETTING TO KNOW THE ESTATE KIDS - 
PROBLEM ORIENTED POLICING IN ACTION

A num ber of years on Patrick W unsch, a 
Constable First Class at an outer Western 
Sydney station , recalls an experim ent he 
tr ied  in gettin g  local prim ary and high  
School students to take responsibility for 
red u cin g  the youth  crim e a ctiv ity  on a 
housing estate in his patrol.

The V illa wood Experience

"In 1 9 8 8  I w a s  r e q u e s te d  b y  th e  P a t r o l  
C o m m a n d er, to  c a r r y  o u t p r o - a c t iv e  b e a t  
p o lic in g  a t  the V illaw ood  H ousing E sta te  in 
W estern Sydney. This p ro jec t was to focu s on 
both the victim s o f  crim e and on the offenders 
who resided  near and on the Estate.

V illaw ood  E sta te  is approx im a te ly  1 squ are  
k ilom etre  in size . There w ere  approxim ately  
1 0 0 0  p e o p l e  l iv in g  in h ig h  d e n s i ty  tow n  
houses, with 300  children under the age o f  12 
years. The residents, largely com prise single  
m o th e r s ,  b ro k e n  f a m i l i e s  a n d  p e o p le  on  
benefits and pensions. A ll residents f i t  the mix 
o f  p e o p le  w ho co u ld  be d e s c r ib e d  a s  being  
from  a low  socio-econom ic background.

The E sta te  w as se rv ic e d  by a you th  worker, 
but had no other support services.

I had been called  to the Estate on a number o f  
occasions in an arresting capacity resulting in 
the usual n ega tive  reaction s tow ards p o lice , 
particu larly by young people.

On m y f i r s t  v is i t  to th e  E s ta te  I  rem em b er  
going to the p ark  (the size  o f  a fo o tb a ll fie ld ), 
lo c a te d  in the m id d le  o f  the houses. There  
were abou t 50  children betw een the ages o f  3 
a n d  75. O n s e e in g  a p o l i c e  o f f ic e r  th e y  
im m ediately ran into their houses or into alley  
ways. They literally cleared the area.

D isco u ra g e d , I con tinu ed  to v is it the E sta te  
three tim es a w eek, w ith  the sam e re su lt fo r  
about the f ir s t  month. A fter this I w ent to the

p a rk  on ly on F rid a ys . M y f i r s t  co n ta c t w as  
with 3 young peo p le  and after talking to them  
f o r  abou t 45 m inutes, reassuring  them  th a t I  
w as n o t go in g  to lock  them  up, w e began  to  
kick a fo o tb a ll around the park. I t took a ll o f  
12 m onths o f  con stan t v is its  before I h ad  the 
trust o f  the m a jority  o f  k ids who cam e to the  
park. I  gradually took on the role o f  a fr ien d , 
leg a l adviser, a p e rso n  to con fide in, o r  ju s t  
som eone d ifferen t to talk to. I su ppose  there  
w a s a "novelty"  in b e in g  a b le  to  ta lk  to  a 
police  officer in a non-confrontational way.

I tr ie d  a n um ber o f  d iffe ren t c o n ta c t id e a s ;  
c o m in g  th e r e  in  p la in  c lo th e s ,  t r y in g  to  
introduce other p o lice  to them and com ing a t 
a l l  h o u rs  o f  th e  d a y  a n d  n ig h t;  w ith  b o th  
positive and negative results.

Som e o f  the o th er  p o lic e  f e l t  u n com fortab le  
a b o u t not h aving  a p a tr o l  car, o r  a b o u t n o t 
h avin g  a s p e c if ic  p u r p o se  f o r  b e in g  in th e  
p a r k ;  i .e .  no "job" to  a t te n d . T he y o u n g  
peop le  fe lt  concerned too about meeting other  
po lice  who were strange to them.

I  began running jo in t p ro jec ts  w ith the youth  
worker (who a t f ir s t was very much against my 
in v o lv e m e n t) .  We ran  y o u th  in fo r m a tio n  
session s, o rg a n ised  so c ia l fu n ction s, an d  se t  
up a "Youth and Residents Action Group".

T he a im  o f  th e  G ro u p  w a s  to  in fo rm  th e  
E s ta te ’s you n g  p e o p le  as to w h a t w e a d u lts  
b e lieve d  w ere the p ro b lem s in the E sta te , to 
seek inform ation as to w hat their p ercep tion s  
w ere an d  to su g g e s t th a t th ey p la y  a  p a r t  in 
reducing local crime.

A lm o st im m e d ia te ly  so m e m e m b ers  o f  th e  
g r o u p  w h o w e r e  in v o lv e d  in  o f f e n d in g ,  
s to p p e d .  S u r p r is in g ly  th e s e  o f f e n d e r s  
in flu en ced  o th ers  o u ts id e  the grou p  to  a lso  
stop committing crime.

What seem ed to have the greatest im pact when 
the whole m atter o f  crim e was discussed, was
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"ownership" ("I am on ly a k id  an d  it  d o e sn ’t  
m atter w h a t I  do"); "lack o f  action" ("I d o n ’t 
s e e  th e  p o l i c e  d o in g  a n y th in g  a b o u t  i t  
anyway"); "information" ("I don ’t know w hat 
is going on around the p lace; i f  I d o n ’t know, 
what can I  do about it").

T h e y o u th  w o r k e r  a n d  m y s e l f  h a d  m a n y  
m eetings to try to dea l with these issues. H is 
b r ie f  w as to w ork with young p eo p le  12 to 15 
y e a r s . I  d e c id e d  to ta r g e t the p r im a r y  age  
group.

S tr o n g  l in k s  w e r e  f o r g e d  w ith  th e  lo c a l  
Villawood N orth Prim ary School. M any visits 
w ere m ade, children w ere spoken to form ally  
in c la s s  a n d  in fo rm a lly  du rin g  r e c e s s  an d  
lunch tim e. P artic ipa tion  in sp o rt and gam es 
w as the e a s ie s t m eans o f  break in g  dow n the  
k id - to - c o p  b a r r i e r s .  C r im e  p r e v e n t io n  
w o rksh ops w ere  con du cted  re g u la r ly  a t the 
school.

One group a t the school se t up their own club

ca lled  "Kids In corpora ted" . They decided  to 
accept responsibility fo r  making improvements 
a ro u n d  the s c h o o l. T h ey  b eg a n  to  a c c e p t  
o w n ersh ip  an d  r e s p o n s ib ili ty  f o r  w h a t w as  
happening a t their school.

M y co n ta c t w ith  the k id s  on the E sta te  o ver  
fou r years was not typ ica l po lice  work. I t was  
an attem pt to work with them and to gain their 
t r u s t .  I  w a n te d  th e m  to  s o lv e  th e ir  ow n  
p ro b le m s  by g iv in g  them  o w n ersh ip  o f  the  
so lu tio n s  a n d  by h e lp in g  them  to  m ake the  
solutions w ork."

Patrick W unsch [edited from
Constable First Class interview and
Fairfield Police Station written material

supplied].

ROYAL
W OM EN'S
HOSPITAL

• OBSTETRICS 
• GYNAECOLOGY

• NEO-NATAL • CENTRE 
AGAINST SEXUAL ASSAULT

• PERINATAL MEDICNE

132 GRATTAN STREET, 
CARLTON, VIC 3053 
Phone: (03) 344 2000 

Fax: (03) 348 1840

Don't forget the 3AW  
Mother's Day Appeal

RINGWOOD R.S.L.
WE WELCOME NEW 

MEMBERSHIPS
□  Service m em bers

□  Social M em bers

□  50-50 Dance Saturday Evenings

□  Bingo M onday and Thursday

□  Private Functions up to 300

SU B -S EC TIO N S :

Golf, Snooker, Darts, Table Tennis, Carpet 

Bowls, Anglers.

W E INVITE YOU TO INSPECT OUR 
PREM ISES AND FACILITIES.

TATTS POKER MACHINES 

16 Station Street, Ringwood Vic. 3134

Telephone: 870 6604
Mail to: PO Box 210 Ringwood 3134. §
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