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Oregon businesses try

toslow rising tide

of shoplifting

Salem Scene

By Jack Zimmerman

An exclusive to Oregon’s weekly newspapers

People concerned about eri-
me that costs Oregonians $75
million each year gathered in
Portland recently to study the
situation,

The gathering was unigue
because it involved victims of
this particular crime, police
charged with apprehending
perpetrators, prosecutors,
judges and those altempting
prevention through rehabilita-
tion

The crime is shoplifting,
most often classified as pelly
thievery. Butl there's nothing
pelly about its magnitude

Nationwide il costs mer-
chants $6.5 billion and it’s a
crime thal has increased a
staggering 35 per cent' in the
lastfive years. It has burgeon-
ed to the point merchants now
figure one of every len persons
entering their stores do so
with the intent to steal

The recent Portland meet-
ing was conceived and con-

ducted by the Oregon Retail
Council and the office of the
Multnomah County Distriet
Altorney. For fives years the
Retail Council has been sup-
poriing a stalewide campaign
to slow the rising tide of
shoplilting through public ed-
ucation. The on-going cam-
paign 18 called STEM, an
acronym for Shoplifters Take
Everyhady's Money.

The Porfland meeting was a
frank atlempl to enlist law
enforcement agencies involv-
ed in arrest, proseculion,
sentencing and rehabiliting a
growing nhumber of petty
thieves

Allending the day-long af
fair were citv and county
police officials, distriet and
circuil court judges, represen-
juvenile court,
probation services and youlh
community service cenlers,
They exchanged informalion
with the district attorney’s

tatives of
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office and representatives of
large and small retail busi
nesses, detailing problems
each has in combatting what
is largely considered a legal
misdemeanor in Oregon

Technically, most shoplift
ing consists of stealing mer
chandise valued at less than
$200. The law calls such
erimes theft-two, theft in the
second degree—a class-A mis-
demeanor punishable by fines
of up to $1.000 dnd imprison
ment for nol longer than a
year.

From a practical stand
point, few shoplifters pay fines
or go lo prison—al least nat
those convicted under the
theft-two statute. Seventy-five
percentare amateurs, half the
amateurs are teenagers and
65 per cent of all teenage
amateur shoplifters are fe-
male

Of 447 shoplifting cases
convicted in Multnomah Cou-

nly between Sept. 1977 and
March 14978 (a 9 per cent
convictionrate), 67 spent time
in jail, often with added
probation, restitution or fines.
Ninely per cent received
probation, frequently wilh
added conditions—largely
community service

Retailers at the meeling
expressed concern at the
relatively small number of
convicted shoplifters who rec-
¢ive harsh sentences. Judges
explained their need to main-
lain neutrality in search of
justice and staggering case-
loads that prevent a higher
level of personel attention.

Multnomah County district
court dockets involve as many
as 150 cases a day. for
instance, and one fourth
involve theft-two—ninety per
cent dealing with shoplifting
They discussed formation of a
shoplifting court, uniformity
of sentencing and diversjon-

ary sentencing involving resti-
tution and community service,
ing involving restitution and
community service.

Police also pointed to case-
load problems involving rising
numbers of all types of erime
and the necessity of concen-
trating on major offenses,
often at the expense of minor
crime activity. Portland pol-
ice cited as many as 500,000
calls for help in a single vear,
when the force is physically
geared to handle less than half
that number. They also urged
merchants 10 prosecule once
arresls are made, explaining
thal arrests without action are
useless from their point of
view

Proseculors made a strong
case for greater understand-
ing of the law on the parts of
retail merchants and suggest
ed on-going education—part-
icularly among small business
people—to increase the con-
viction rate following arrests

Representatives of larger
retail firms discussed the

: - eXpanding costs of doing
business in the process of
providing professional secur-
ity personnel and equipment
A major Portland department
store budgets in excess of a
million dollars annually for
’”g ore security and another half-mil-
lion in related expenditures
Smaller merchants deplored a
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= Dec, 3 has been set as the

first concert date of the
groups. For futher informa-
tion, contact John Weddle at
the college 276-1260, exl 306 or
al home 276-8621.
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