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In September 1991, the senseless killing of a young man on the streets of a central Little Rock neighborhood became the catalyst for the early implementation of the Neighborhood Alert Center system. The Little Rock City Board of Directors, responding to public outcry and the demand for action, passed a directive requiring staff to open an alert center within thirty days. 

On October 3, 1991, twenty-eight days after the directive, the Arch Street Alert Center was opened. Although a Neighborhood Facilitator would not be hired until the following spring, the staff at the Alert Center included Code Enforcement Officers and Community Oriented Policing Officers.

Previous to the slaying, the City Manager and staff had been developing a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Fighting Back Grant Proposal.  This process had identified barriers to receiving services and the lack of services.

Eight Neighborhood Alert Centers were originally planned for development. Selection of areas to receive Neighborhood Alert Centers was difficult. One challenge was that many neighborhoods wanted a Neighborhood Alert Center and only eight were to be opened. In addition, as the Neighborhood Alert Centers were to dramatically change the environment within a neighborhood, the geographic region had to be small enough to have an intense, positive impact on the surrounding neighborhood environment.  

To aid in the selection, City staff recommended criteria including:  existing neighborhood residents groups, a neighborhood school, Police crime statistics and requests for intensified service, condition of housing stock, housing code violations, public complaints and knowledge of problem areas as criteria. 

When the first Neighborhood Alert Center opened in October 1991, it was planned that a total of eight centers would be opened over a five-year period. Instead, due to their popularity and their success in reorienting City services to better meet the needs of residents and neighborhoods, the next seven Neighborhood Alert Centers were opened by June 1993, at a rate of one every other month.

In June 1993, members of the Wakefield Neighborhood Association attended a Little Rock City Board of Directors Meeting to request placement of an Alert Center in their neighborhood. They presented petitions signed by more than 600 area residents and business persons, as well as, detailed statistics on police responses and descriptions of two incidents involving probable gang members. 
The neighborhood association was so committed to the prospect of an Alert Center in their area that they raised money to cover the expense for equipment for two Bicycle Patrol Officers and obtained an agreement from a local businessman to donate two years of free rent for a building site for the alert center. In addition, members of the association committed to volunteer their time to serve as the alert center receptionist -- a commitment that was maintained eight hours per day for over one year. 
Overwhelmed by the neighborhood residents' show of support and willingness to contribute their own resources to the alert center, the Little Rock City Board of Directors allocated funding for the personnel and additional equipment needed to opened the ninth Little Rock Neighborhood Alert Center in August 1993.

On December 14, 1993, residents of Little Rock passed a one-half cent sales tax to fund public safety related programs including prevention, intervention and treatment programs. A dedicated line item was also established in the tax to create an annual appropriation specifically for Neighborhood Alert Centers. Although only three additional Alert Centers were planned using the annual appropriation established by the tax, six neighborhoods were targeted as priority areas. The selection of the six priority neighborhoods followed the selection method used to establish the original Neighborhood Alert Center areas. 
Borrowing from the experience of the development of the Wakefield Neighborhood Alert Center, the City wanted to target neighborhoods that were interested and willing to support a Neighborhood Alert Center. Therefore, the City developed a Request for Proposal (RFP) and invited any resident association, non-profit agency, or group of interested persons within one of the six designated areas to submit community partnership proposals. Eligible groups submitting proposals were to identify the level of neighborhood support, available resources and in-kind contributions available for the development of the new Alert Centers. No direct funding was available to applicants through the proposal.

The proposals were evaluated by a selection committee comprised of representatives from Little Rock Fighting Back, Neighborhoods and Planning, the Little Rock Police Department; and, one representative each from the two coalitions of neighborhoods, provided that their representatives were from neighborhoods outside the designated boundaries of the six targeted neighborhoods. The selection committee ranked the proposals and submitted recommendations to the Little Rock City Board of Directors. In August 1994, the Board of Directors chose three sites.  By February 1995, two of the sites were opened. Complications in site acquisition in the third area delayed its opening.

In 1995, the City of Little Rock received a U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development Special Purpose Grant for the expansion of the Neighborhood Alert Centers. In March 1995, the Little Rock City Board of Directors authorized the establishment of Alert Centers in the three neighborhoods that were not selected through the Community Partnership Proposals, but were still considered priority areas. Those areas, West Chicot (West Baseline), Oak Forest and East of Broadway, now have operational Neighborhood Alert Centers. With the opening of these Neighborhood Alert Centers, the City of Little Rock has fifteen operational Neighborhood Alert Centers, nearly twice the number originally proposed.


Each Alert Center is staffed by a facilitator, Community Oriented Policing officer, and a code enforcement officer. The Alert Center facilitator is a neighborhood resident that provides assistance to residents by identifying problems and accessing resources, assisting codes staff with relocation, and attending neighborhood association meetings. The COPP officer is a non-traditional law enforcement officer that works to build a strong relationship with members of a specific community. The Code Enforcement officer does aggressive code enforcement of both rentals and premise violations. 

The Alert Centers were phased in over a several year period.  The City leases six (6) of the facilities and owns the remaining nine (9).   For FY 2008 the budget for the centers is as follows:   Personnel Costs - $539,459; Supplies and Materials - $8,500; Repairs/Maintenance - $2,590; Contracts/Rental Expenses/Utilities - $185,475 for a total of $736,024.


The combination of these particular staff members is innovative because improving communication between staff from these departments is crucial to addressing the larger problems of crime and substance abuse. Citizens working with the same Alert Center staff members each time help to build trust between the neighborhoods and City government. 

Little Rock’s Alert Centers have successfully reduced violent crime in the targeted areas. Between 1996 and 2007, the crime rate of violent and property crimes have decreased in Alert Center areas; however, the City has experienced drastic fluctuations in its crime rate during the same period of time. This shows that the Alert Centers have increased stability and safety in the neighborhoods in which they are located.  

The original intent of the Neighborhood Alert Centers was to reduce violent crime, and this is evident in the crime statistics for the Alert Center service areas.  This 10 year trend for the Alert Centers shows that although their area of services varies widely, the number of crimes reported is very similar.  The ebbs and flows are almost consistent for all Alert Centers across the time continuum.

Using the Uniform Crime Reporting data for eight Part I offenses, the crime reported in the Alert Center areas mirrors the rise and fall for offenses City-wide.  According to the Little Rock Police Department, the data indicates that crime in the Alert Center areas has decreased while overall the City rate has increased.


However, the most significant achievements of the program are the less tangible ones. In the seventeen years since the first Alert Center opened, the centers have become integrated into the neighborhoods, and residents have come to rely on the centers as a source of information. The Staff at each center function to provide frontline service to residents as well as recruit residents to participate in municipal programs such as Board and Secure Days, Citizen’s Code Academy, and Neighborhood Clean-Up Days. 
The residents, who felt isolated and forgotten by the City in the early 1990s, now feel a part of the community and that positive change is happening in their neighborhoods.   The view of local government and level of citizen involvement has been positively impacted by Alert Centers.
