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As the City of Joplin, Missouri has grown, once affluent neighborhoods, 

particularly in the City’s center, have declined.  Recent investment interest 

has facilitated some recovery; but even these areas face unique challenges 

along the transition boundaries between recovering neighborhoods and 

blighted areas. 

In 2006, the citizens of Joplin voted to impose a one-half cent Public 

Safety Sales Tax on themselves to fund various public safety enhancements.  

Key among those was the addition of police officers, fire fighters and 

streetlights.  When the new tax took effect in 2007, installation of additional 

streetlights began in areas where prior analysis indicated the greatest need.  

The analysis included public surveys, interviews, visual assessment and 

crime data.  By April 2010, approximately 2400 new streetlights had been 

installed in selected Joplin neighborhoods.  The results were measured 

through analysis of crime data and neighborhood surveys. 

The Joplin Police Department assigns officers in 5 geographic “Beats”.   

Those beats are divided into 214 “Sub Beats”.   Initial installation of new 

lights was according to crime data in each sub beat.  Eight sub beats were 

selected.  Comparison data was analyzed by the same geographic 

 

SUMMARY 



3 
 

boundaries, comparing crime data before new streetlight installation and 

after.  In addition, the neighborhood perception, or sense of security was 

surveyed.  Without exception, the results were significant reductions in 

crime in all 8 sub beats and an improved sense of security among residents.   

Five indicator crimes were identified, those most likely to be affected by 

the deterrent value of improved lighting.  Those crimes were:  burglary, 

theft from vehicle, larceny, vandalism, and vehicle theft. In the first two 

years these five indicator crimes have been reduced by a total of 47% in the 

eight sub beats. 

Other City and police projects have been augmented by the installation of 

new streetlights.  Utilized in a global manner, the various programs work in 

concert with the additional streetlights to enhance their collective 

effectiveness; the whole being greater than the sum of its parts.  Examples 

are the City’s Neighborhood Improvement Teams, Joplin Police “IMPACT” 

Program, Special Enforcement Targeting, Block Watch Programs, and Citizen 

Patrols (Joplin Sentinels).   
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                                               The City of Joplin was incorporated in 1873.  

Originally, a zinc mining community; many of the homes in the City’s center 

were built by some of Joplin’s more affluent citizens around the early 

twentieth-century.  Streetlights were in less demand and less necessary at 

that time in our history.  Therefore, provisions were not made and as the 

character of those older neighborhoods has changed, the lack of lighting has 

become increasingly detrimental to the quality of life for the residents.  

Criminal activity, particularly property crimes, has increased as these 

neighborhoods decline and become increasingly rental properties.  

 

 

 
                                    During 2006 a citizen committee was formed to 

create a one-half cent Public Safety Sales Tax to enhance those services.  

Survey results which led to the proposal identified lack of streetlights as a 

significant public safety concern.   Participants and contributors to the nature 

and scope of the final tax proposal included the Joplin City Council, Citizens 

For a Better Joplin, the Public Safety Task Force, the Public Safety Coalition, 

the NAACP of Joplin, Empire District Electric Company, and several City 

departments.  Identification of potential areas that were most in need of 

additional streetlights involved a significant amount of information from the 

Patrol Division of the Joplin Police Department.  Their observations and 

DESCRIPTION 
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recommendations were combined with information provided by the City’s 

Public Works Department and City Engineering. Ultimately the decision 

making authority resides with the City Public Works Director, with approval 

from the City Manager.   However, the final neighborhoods chosen came 

primarily from crime data and recommendations provided by the police 

department.   

 Among the many potential uses of Public Safety Tax revenues, 

installation of new streetlights became an early priority.  The lighting 

provided a visual statement of the City’s commitment to keep its promise 

pursuant to the tax proposal.  Additionally, it contributed immediately to the 

sense of security in the resident’s minds.  It is important not to 

underestimate the value of that element alone.  The new lighting contributed 

to neighborhood security in practical ways as well.  Improved visibility 

enhanced the effectiveness of police deterrent patrol.  Criminal elements 

could no longer benefit as much from darkness.  Block Watch Programs 

became more viable.  Recognizing that installation of new lighting would 

have to occur over a length of time, early installation was prioritized based 

on an analysis of crime data in each of the 214 sub beats of the police 

department.    

     The Joplin Police Department benefits from a full time crime analyst.  It 

was their responsibility to identify and rank neighborhoods according to their 

needs.  It was incumbent on the City not to rely on crime data alone 
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however.  Some areas with good lighting had crime issues unique to that 

location.  Other unlit areas had lower crime rates.  Therefore, a 

comprehensive analysis and review was required.  While crime data formed 

a core element for making site decisions, it was incumbent upon the Public 

Works Director not to rely on that data alone.   Public meetings, other 

venues and mechanisms for public input were utilized.   

 

 

 

                                     Perception of crime, and the resulting sense of 

security or lack of, is not based entirely in fact. In order to ensure public 

satisfaction and derive the most benefit from creating a community sense of 

security, it was important that crime data alone did not form the sole basis 

for deciding where to locate new streetlights.  The same participants who 

contributed to the passage of the original public safety sales tax influenced 

the decisions for prioritizing neighborhoods.  Empire District and Joplin 

Community Development sought public input from a number of sources, 

including media requests, public meetings, website comments, and daily 

interviews with citizens during the course of daily duties.  

Joplin is 137 years old. The areas of most concern in this effort were 

originally some of Joplin’s most affluent neighborhoods.  There is no clear 

historic line of demarcation indicating where these neighborhoods began to 

ANALYSIS 
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decline and incur an increase in crime, but the problem leading up to this 

solution spans many decades and likely evolved with the community. 

The sudden emergence of drugs as a social problem during the 60’s 

undoubtedly exacerbated crime trends in declining neighborhoods.  There is 

a long standing recognition that a nexus exists between drug usage and 

property crimes committed to fund it.  The recent growth of 

Methamphetamine related crime has impacted the entire country, including 

the City of Joplin.  Drug activities are not exclusive to poor neighborhoods, 

but there is usually a disproportionate level of such activities in declining or 

blighted neighborhoods, where residents are predominantly renters.  The 

same is true of Joplin.  The lack of lighting provided a level of concealment 

for drug activities and related crimes.  Residents in these neighborhoods 

were being victimized disproportionately compared to other areas of the city.    

The consequences of the continuing increase in criminal activity tended to 

fuel the neighborhood’s decline.  Permanent residents saw property values 

decline.  Residents were victimized more frequently.  Fear of crime and 

resulting erosion in quality of life in these neighborhoods made it difficult for 

landlords of the rental properties to find desirable tenants.  In varying 

degrees, these neighborhoods were caught in a sort of death spiral.  Crime 

analysis confirmed what most people suspected.  The majority of property 

crime was occurring during the hours of darkness.  While most Joplin citizens 

felt secure in their homes, residents of these troubled neighborhoods did 
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not.  That theme repeated itself during neighborhood meetings with the 

police department, at Block Watch meetings, and comments received from 

citizen victims. 

 

 

 

                                        Property crime is a fact of life in every 

community.  The rate of crime, however, can be affected, but like crime 

itself, the method for doing so is not one dimensional.  In addressing the 

crime in Joplin’s declining neighborhoods, there had to be more than one 

element, each working in concert with the others.  Via the resources made 

available by the public safety sales tax the City of Joplin was able to hire and 

equip 29 additional officers.  Increased patrol in these neighborhoods was 

the apparent first step in the minds of many.  However, effective use of the 

additional staffing required more than simply throwing uniforms at it.   

In cooperation with other City departments, the police approached the 

problem using the essence of the Broken Window Theory.  Public Works 

targeted the areas where new streetlights were to be installed and 

augmented that response with attention to the infrastructure of the 

neighborhood; road conditions, sidewalk repair, and enforcement of City 

codes.  The police department’s Special Enforcement Bureau developed 

action plans for neighborhoods where the most interest was shown and 

RESPONSE 
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invested special attention to traffic enforcement, graffiti removal and 

developing neighborhood block watch programs.  Plans for individual 

neighborhoods varied based on residents’ comments at neighborhood 

meetings.  City Community Development began long range planning 

intended to sustain improvements.      

Each of these elements were vital to producing a complete plan for 

reversing the continued erosion of livability in these neighborhoods.  The 

early focus on streetlights recognized their intrinsic relationship to every 

other element.  Coupled with police visibility, it conveyed to the citizens a 

level of reassurance regarding the City’s commitment to helping the 

neighborhood’s recovery.  It also facilitated immediate enhancement to 

deterrence of crime and effective patrol. 

The Joplin City Manager has implemented a concept known as 

Neighborhood Improvement Teams which incorporates employees from a 

number of departments to work with neighbors to create long term 

sustainable results in neighborhood recovery.  The concept closely resembles 

the community policing model, applied on a grander scale.  The new 

streetlights address a component to safe neighborhoods that has been 

missing in Joplin’s city center neighborhoods for many years.  Comparison of 

before and after crime data and residents’ perceptions of personal safety 

should improve as a result. 
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The coordination of several City departments with a public utility and 

several citizen interest groups presented certain challenges.  Citizen interest 

groups wanted shorter timelines.  Unfortunately, each target neighborhood 

had the same desire and each one had to be addressed in its turn by 

prioritization.  City officials acted as a conduit at times for the public utility.  

Installation took place on a scheduled basis that was dependent in part on 

supply.  The program has been a good example of public-private partnership 

and efficient project management.   

 

 

 

   In every sub beat crime declined substantially in 

each indicator crime category.   Over the past two years those indicator 

crimes have declined a total of 47%.  Theft from vehicles had the least 

decrease at 29%.  Larceny had the greatest decrease at 77%.  

Improvements in crime rates were immediate.  As the police department’s 

crimes analyst compiled monthly crime reports, a significant decrease in 

crime was apparent in each sub beat wherein new lights had been installed. 

Evaluation of the effectiveness of the new lights began immediately upon 

installation and continues monthly as crime analysis reports are produced.  

Crime rates in each target sub beat are broken out from general data and 

tracked specifically.  The police department maintains a website option for 

ASSESSMENT 
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public comments.  Comments relative to streetlights are noted on a constant 

basis.  Block Watch meetings occur regularly and comments from citizens in 

target sub beats are solicited and noted, relative to the effects of the new 

lighting.  The consistent opinion has been that the neighborhood “feels” 

safer.  Residents report sleeping better and going outside after dark with 

more confidence.   

Evaluation of the impacts of new streetlights is on-going and will continue 

for the foreseeable future. 

The process for assessment closely resembles the original problem 

analysis.  Data gathered during the analysis, crime data, public meeting 

comments, individual interviews, and comments received via City on-line 

comments and surveys maintained by City departments are monitored. 

In some cases, actual experience and occurrences in specific 

neighborhoods have led to a reprioritization and altered the installation 

schedule.  Those decisions are made primarily by the Public Works Director, 

with approval of the City Manager.  Crime data and recommendations from 

the Joplin Police Department are instrumental in his decisions. 

The most significant difficulties in implementation of the installation is 

coordinating schedules and supply.  Public-private partnerships, while 

valuable, are not always made easily compatible.  Government tends to 

move slower due to process and fiscal responsibility for public funds than 
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does private industry.  Neither moves fast enough for neighbors who are 

hoping for immediate change.   

Clear, consistent, empathetic communication with the public was 

necessary to gain their confidence and tolerance.  Like most good project 

management, a critical path had to be created.  Unlike most projects 

however, this one had no single project manager due to the differences in 

public and private structuring and decision making processes.  This 

particular partnership benefited from a good working relationship between 

the City of Joplin and Empire District Electric Co.  A cooperative spirit was 

very important. 

The improved lighting has had the effect of leveraging the efficiency of 

the 29 new police officers in patrol.  Deterrent patrol is more effective 

because visibility is better.  Criminals know this and so do residents.  

Residents report an improved quality of life as crime and fear of crime have 

diminished.  Most residents report a greater sense of security.  There have 

been some consequential benefits to the police department that were not 

necessarily the identified goals of the project.  As crime has decreased, calls 

for service have shown a commensurate decrease.  Police officers have 

recovered time to invest in other calls for service.  There has been a 

renewed interest in residents’ property interest and neighborhood 

appearance is improving.  As the neighborhood has improved, so has 

investment interest.                                                                                  
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Neighborhood Improvement Teams, visual observations by officers and City 

workers seem to validate these conclusions. 

As with any successful effort to address crime, displacement is possible, 

even probable to some degree.  However, the recovery of officer time in 

reduced calls to these neighborhoods, which were historically high demand 

areas, have made resources available to pre-empt reestablishment of 

criminal conduct in other areas of the community.  Though not a complete 

answer, officers have seen and recognized the success that has been 

realized and they are quick to note indications that the problem may be re-

establishing itself elsewhere and act to inhibit, or prevent that occurrence. 

At completion, later this year, 3500 new streetlights will have been 

installed, effectively doubling the number of streetlights in Joplin.  It will be 

necessary to monitor the areas for the foreseeable future.  Many of these 

neighborhoods are seeing a resurgence of health and interest, but the 

momentum is fragile.  If the improvements are to be sustained, so too must 

be the momentum until such time as it becomes self sustaining. 

The City in general and the police department in particular will have to be 

vigilant for indications that the current successes do not begin to erode.  

Maintaining and nurturing the health of these neighborhoods is the best way 

to ensure that the work does not have to be repeated. 
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The infrastructure necessary to supply adequate streetlights now exists.  

That element of a greater plan to revitalize older neighborhoods in now 

provided for. 
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AGENCY AND OFFICER INFORMATION 

Program Contact 
 
Lane Roberts  
Chief of Police 
Joplin Police Department 
303 E. 3rd Street 
Joplin, MO 64801 
 
Tel:     (417) 623-3131 
 Fax:    (417) 625-4733  

      E-mail:      LRoberts@joplinmo.org 
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JOPLIN POLICE CITIZEN SURVEY – FEBRUARY 2006  
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JOPLIN EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF THE CITIZEN SURVEY – MAY 2006  
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CITY OF JOPLIN PUBLIC SAFETY INFORMATION NEWSLETTER – FALL 2006  
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JOPLIN GLOBE NEWS ARTICLE – NOVEMBER 2006  
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JOPLIN POLICE CRIME ANALYSIS – SUB BEATS TARGETED FOR INITIAL 
STREETLIGHT INSTALLATION  
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CRIME ANALYSIS REPORT ON CRIME COMPARISON OF AREAS WHERE 
NEW STREETLIGHTS HAVE BEEN INSTALLED – FEBRUARY 2010  
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CITY OF JOPLIN WEBSITE ARTICLE ON THE RESULTS OF THE NEW 
STREETLIGHTS – FEBRUARY 2010 
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May 25 2010  
City reopens Murphy 
Boulevard  
The City of Joplin is 
reopening Murphy Blvd 
between 4th Street and 7th 
Street by 5:00pm this 
afternoon. 5th Street will 
also be reopening this 
afternoon between Murphy 
Blvd and Ken...more 

May 25 2010  
Joplin Library's 
summer reading 
program offered for 
all ages 
The whole family is 
encouraged to dive into the 
wonderful world of water 
this summer when they 
participate in one of the 
library’s three water-themed 
Summer Reading Clubs. 
The...more 

May 25 2010  
Joplin swimming 
pools offer free 
admission on 
opening day, 

    

New streetlights help deter crime in neighborhoods 

New streetlights help deter crime in 
neighborhoods 

February 23, 2010 

Upon the voters’ approval of the Public Safety Tax in November 2006, the City 
implemented the Neighborhood Security Light Program with $925,000 allotted for this 
effort. Since that time, over 1,500 lights in the City have been either added or replaced 
through this program. According to the Joplin Police Department, this program has 
significantly impacted the crime rates, as they have seen an average decrease of 47% 
in five areas of crime.  

In 2008, the JPD conducted an initial study of the effect the additional streetlights in 
eight sub beats had on property crimes of burglary, theft from vehicle, larceny, 
vandalism and vehicle theft. The review included statistics of these crimes both before 
and after the installation of the streetlights, documenting a reduction in crimes in these 
sub beats. In 2008, the Department noted an overall decrease of 33% in these five 
crime areas.  

Today, this analysis shows an overall decrease of 47% of the five crime areas. Specific 
crimes, such as vehicle theft and larceny, have decreased 66% and 77% respectively 
since 2007.  

“The decrease in crime that we saw last year, when we analyzed areas where street 
lights have been installed, appears to have been sustained since that analysis,” said 
Police Chief Lane Roberts. “The same trend seems to exist in areas where street lights 
have been installed since then. Although it has only been two years, it is reasonable to 
think that the installation of new street lights is significantly and positively affecting the 
crime rate.”  

The streetlights are paid for through funds generated by the ½ cent sales tax for public 
safety approved by voters in November 2006. The City has been working with Empire 
District Electric Company in the street lighting project. To date, 606 new lights have 
been installed and 914 existing lights have been upgraded through this public safety 
program. In addition, these sales tax revenues provided funding for the hiring of 29 
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Saturday, May 29 
As summer approaches, the 
City of Joplin Parks and 
Recreation department staff 
is gearing up for the 
summer activities at the City 
Aquatic Centers and 
Schifferdecker Pool. This 
yea...more 

News Archive

police officers in the department, as well as a crime analyst. Roberts says both the 
street lighting project and additional officers on the street have had a positive impact 
for Joplin.  

“The benefits of the new street lights have been positive in all of the patrol sub-beats,” 
he said. “The additional officers have been effective in identifying causes of crime and 
holding offenders accountable. The crime rate has been reduced accordingly. Joplin is a 
safer community today than it was before the Public Safety Sales Tax was 
implemented.”  
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