KANNAPOLIS RISING

Criminals lives changing

PAULA BRANDLE

In 2002, Project Safe Neighborhoods started monitoring criminal offenders in Kannapolis/Cabarrus County.

The program offers the offenders help through community partners and government agencies to change their lives for the better.

It also promises a consequence for bad choices. Robert Lang, assistant U.S. attorney and coordinator of the project for our district in North Carolina, promised, "If you choose not to accept those resources and you choose a criminal lifestyle, then you can expect us to do everything in our power to put you in prison."

In 2005, Cabarrus County took the program one step further. Program manager Jody Ramirez oversees Project Safe Cabarrus.

This multi-agency strategy for helping offenders make more positive choices is unique in North Carolina.

Ramirez is from Minnesota originally. Her background working as a community relations coordinator with United Way has enabled her to create an innovative rehabilitation program incorporating community partners and governmental agencies.

Lang has said that 60 percent to 70 percent of violent crimes are committed by 5 percent to 10 percent of criminal offenders.

Ramirez said the local program focuses on that population and demands changes in lifestyle for rehabilitation.

"We have our successes," she said. "These people have paid their dues."

Kannapolis is safer as a result.

Ramirez also emphasizes safety and awareness, and proactive youth-parent communication. She encouraged me to ask Officer Daniel Wallace about more efforts to educate the community.

As a school resource officer at Kannapolis Middle School, Wallace makes a difference in the lives of young people each day. But there's more: He is a certified instructor in GREAT (Gang Resistance Education and Training).

In cooperation with the Boys & Girls Club of Cabarrus County, he teaches a course at KMS each Monday evening focusing on the negatives of gang involvement and identifying the signs and symptoms of gang activity.

The program's yearlong curriculum, "Street Smartz," discusses the effects of bad choices and deglamorizes gang culture.

"We use every opportunity to get this message out to the community," Wallace said. "Gangs are not pervasive here in Cabarrus County. We don't have a real problem now, and we are trying to stay a step ahead and keep our county safe for our citizens."

The days of unlocked screen doors and keys left in the car are over. Yet Kannapolis remains a safe place to live. We are blessed with good people who are working hard on our behalf each day.

