Crime Wave? Not Really…

A few weeks ago, at our organizational breakfast, the topic of increasing numbers of burglaries in Serene Lakes came up. The discussion included how much crime there is in Serene Lakes and what people have done and can do about it.

The reasonable place to start was to get a feel for the types and number of crimes we have experienced.  A call was placed to the Placer County Sheriff’s office.  The Sheriff has a Crime Analysis unit and in that unit is an analyst named Barbara Beverly.  Barbara discussed what information we were interested in and for what geographical area.  To begin with Barbara had to identify which streets were included in Serene Lakes.  Joe Hannon provided a count of the named streets – 36 of them!  Barbara used the map on our web site to identify the streets in question and then plowed through crime reports for the Summit going back to 2003 looking for incidents on those streets.  Here are the statistics:

	Year
	Residential Property Crimes
	Other Property Crimes
	Crimes Against Persons
	Total

	2003
	3
	0
	0
	3

	2004
	6
	7
	0
	13

	2005
	1
	0
	0
	1

	2006
	3
	3
	0
	6

	2007 (YTD)
	6
	2
	0
	8

	Totals
	19
	12
	0
	31


The great news is that Serene Lakes has no crimes against persons! In fact, overall, we are a pretty crime free community. With about 600 cabins, 31 incidents over a 5-year period reflects a pretty safe environment. With the exception of 2005 (were all the crooks on vacation?) we see 3 to 6 residential burglaries a year.

Still, for those who have been the targets of the 19 residential burglaries, the statistics don’t make the feeling of violation any easier to deal with.  Which leads to the next question – what can you do to make your cabin less attractive to thieves? Below are some things you can do – our thanks to Sergeant John Weaver, of the Placer County Sheriff's Department, Community and Youth Services for providing us with expert advice.  Thanks John! (If anyone spots any errors blame it on me.  I’m the one that’s keyboard challenged!.)
Mark Your Property

In the 90’s it was recommended that you mark your possessions with an identifying number to a) discourage the semi-intelligent thieves from taking them (the dumb ones aren’t really good at long term thought) and b) to assist law enforcement in returning recovered items to you and identifying the specific incident. The Sheriff and SLPOA even offered the free use of an engraver for that purpose and provided stickers for your windows to let the literate thieves know that the goods were marked – I believe the stickers read “Operation ID”.  It was recommended that your driver’s license number would be a good ID to use. Unfortunately for those of us from Nevada our driver’s license number at that time was our Social Security Number. So, in addition to a property loss, Nevada residents could enjoy the thrills of Identity Theft as well!

Today “Operation ID” still makes sense.  So buy or borrow an engraving tool and mark your portable goods with your driver’s license number, telephone number or other information that will link the goods to you.

Alarm System

An alarm system always seems like a good idea. For Serene Lakes there are a couple of problems.

First, alarm systems are never perfect.  They will always report more false alarms than real ones.  If that system reports directly to a law enforcement agency you end up wasting valuable resources and, if you do it enough, you’ll get to pay a fine. 

One alternative is to have your alarm system report to you or an alarm service.  There are two types of alarm services – one with patrols and one that calls you to see if there is a valid alarm being reported.  The latter situation is of little help if you are not present at the source of the alarm and that describes a lot of us. Regarding the former, there are no patrol services currently available for Serene Lakes. So, an alarm system that reports to you or an alarm service doesn’t really get you much further than one that goes directly to the Sheriff – you’ll still generate false alarms. Your alternative is to call, or have the alarm service call, a full time resident friend that can run by and check out your cabin.

Second, Serene Lakes is not well located for a rapid response from law enforcement since we’re a bit off the beaten track.  The Sheriff works with the California Highway Patrol, Nevada County and the Town of Truckee to send the closest available unit.  Even so, response times can be anywhere from 15 minutes to two or three hours, depending largely on how many higher priority calls are being handled. 

Still, there are still some benefits to an alarm system:

· The system, if adequately signed, can act as a deterrent – maybe the bad guys will go pick on an unalarmed neighbor.

· The loud noise will sometimes scare off a burglar. However, some will wait to see whether anyone responds to the alarm and, if not, just go ahead with the burglary.

· It will tell you that something has happened (if the absence of your hard earned toys isn’t enough of a tip).

We’ve installed an alarm system at our cabin for just those reasons. Here are our recommendations:

1. An alarm system that detects intrusion noise – a breaking window for example – is not very effective in Serene Lakes.  The noise of the roof unloading accumulated snow can set it off.  You’ll get an amazing number of false alarms with that type of system.

2. Use both door/window sensors and motion detectors for complete coverage.  A door/window sensor that detects the opening of the door or window won’t do you much good if the thief breaks a window to enter your cabin.  Motion detectors can spot someone who has found a way in without opening a door or window.

3. Door and window sensors offer direct feedback that an event has happened and are handy when you are home.  You can set the system to “at home” and it will report any open door or window sensors. However, when installing them make sure that the two sensors are well within distance tolerances – the snow load can force them apart enough to “look” like the door or window has opened, again generating a false alarm.

4. Movement outside a window or door that it “sees” can fool a motion detector.  Always close the blinds or window shades to eliminate that source of false alarms.

5. Place the motion detectors where they can’t be seen from outside.  A smart thief will try to plot a course that stays outside the coverage of a motion detector if he/she can determine what area is covered.

6. Provide sensors for doors, windows and areas on each level.  Don’t assume that an intruder will stick to the “normal” access paths.  In the winter, with our snowfall, an intruder might make entry on the second or third floor.

7. Utilize a system that sets some indicator, such as a blinking light or floor or table lamp, that an intrusion has occurred. While it is unlikely that the intruder would still be inside when you arrive at your cabin there’s much to be gained by knowing that your system has been triggered. If you have any concern that the intruder may still be inside call the Sheriff – don’t try to handle it yourself.

8. A system that will dial one or more telephone numbers when triggered is handy (although it can also be frustrating).  If you get such a call then you can make the decision as what to do.  Some systems will let you listen for sounds in your cabin and, if the unit is placed somewhere where you could hear an intruder, you might feel justified in calling law enforcement.  You’re still left with the question of what to do if you get an alarm but don’t hear anything.  Was it a false alarm?  Should you drive to the cabin to find out? Should you call a neighbor?  Sometimes not enough information can be a curse – see the next item for a way to get more information.

9. Consider a system with more functions than just intrusion detection.  Some systems will monitor for low (freezing) temperature, water (flooding), and other emergency conditions.  Others will allow you to call your cabin and instruct the system to turn on the heat – much better than sitting in a cold cabin waiting for it to get warm enough to get out of your coats! You can get systms with cameras and recorders and ones that include a web cam so you can check out your cabin remotely. That solves the problem of not enough information when you get an alarm – web cameras would let you “look around” without leaving home.  Further, if you record the images, you can help law enforcement identify the intruder. Be sure to get a camera that provides a high quality color image – a blurry, black and white, low-resolution image won’t be of much use.  If you are going to the expense and bother of installing a system you might as well get as much out of it as you can.

10. If an alarm system is out of your price range or you simply do not wish to have one, fake it! Most criminals are not the brightest stars in the sky. They tend to hit easy targets. Planting big blue “ADT” signs by the doors and putting the stickers on your windows may discourage the common scrounge. If they are a professional burglar it won’t matter if you have an alarm or not, get a dog (but be sure to pick up after it on your walks!).

Deny Access

Active systems, like alarm systems, are great things.  But “passive” systems have a place as well.  Here are some things to look for:

1. Sliding doors are usually the easiest point of access.  Placing a length of 1” dowel rod cut to fit the track on the non-sliding side of the door will prevent the door from being lifted off the lock and slid open.  There are also other, more finished looking devices that will prevent a slider from being forced open.

2. Exterior doors should be solid both for security and for insulation.  Don’t go cheap on the things you are counting on to deny access to an intruder.

3. Locksets come in a wide range of prices. Choose one that includes a deadbolt or add a good deadbolt if you don’t have one already.  Make sure the door is framed to hold up to a robust battering and that the deadbolt extends well into the frame. Existing doorframes can be reinforced with a strip of steel to spread forces along the entire side of the frame. Install a deadbolt on the door from your garage into your cabin – don’t assume that a garage door is going to protect that entrance.

4. Install motion detector lights at the exterior entrances, front and back.  These will discourage intruders and have the benefit of preserving our night views and saving on your power bill.  They also help out the plow operators and County road crews when they are struggling to keep your driveway and roads clear at night – and they might keep you from having to replace a window broken by misdirected snow from a blower. 

Other Tips

1. Get to know your neighbors. Don’t be a nosy neighbor but watch out for each other. Know when your neighbors are going on vacation. Check their house once a day and pick up the odd telephone directory and pile of newspapers (with their permission of course. And, it is a cheap way to read the paper!).

2. Keep your doors locked when you are not home and keep garage doors closed all the time.

3. Do not leave valuables in your cars and lock them. It takes about 10 seconds for a crook to break a car window and take a laptop or a $10,000 banjo sitting on the front seat.

4. Keep garage door openers hidden in your car or take them inside with you. Bad guy breaks the car window and now he has a key to your house in his hands.

5. Black out your physical address on documents you keep in your cars. You are at the mall, bad guy breaks window, takes garage door opener and your registration. He now has your address and a key to your house.

6. If you are not at your cabin in the winter have someone snow blow your driveway and clear the walkway. Even the dumbest of crooks can tell no one is home when there is 4 feet of snow in the driveway.

The average crook wants fast and easy things to steal. If you make it easy for them sooner or later you are going to be a victim. They are in and out in minutes.

Be Proactive!

If you see someone suspicious in your neighborhood give them the eyeball! Do not confront them, but make sure they know you are looking at them. They DO NOT want to be seen. Simply knowing someone is giving them the stink eye may scare them off. Write down their license plate numbers if they are in a car and get a vehicle description. What do they look like? Write it down. And finally, call the police. You live in the neighborhood and you know reasonably well who lives in the area and who does not. If someone is slinking around call and report them. Give any information you have such as plate numbers, physical description and last known direction of travel.

Resources

Law Enforcement:

Placer County Sheriff’s Department telephone numbers:


Emergency: 




911


Non-emergency dispatch – Tahoe Area: (530) 581-6330

Auburn Main Number: 


(530) 889-7800

Alarm Systems:

Wireless systems are the easiest to install and I’ve focused on those.  Here are some links.

X10 systems use RF signals and your home wiring to communicate.  Try: http://www.x10.com/security/wireless_systems.html
Full security stores:

http://www.homesecuritystore.com/
http://www.brickhousesecurity.com/alarmsystems.html
http://www.youdoitsecurity.com/alarm-system-Voice-Dialing-Systems.asp
Try this site for how-to-do-it advice:

http://www.ehow.com/how_4906_choose-home-alarm.html
