The Journal Gazette, March 29, 2009

“The word on the street is if you want to commit a murder, Allen

County is the place to do it because there’s no conviction.”
— Anthony Pettus, pastor of Greater Progressive Baptist Church, about the number of black homicide victims
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It’s been three years since Wendy Morris lost
her youngest boy. When she remembers the
good times, she laughs. But then her expression
turns serious, tears well up in her eyes and the
pain resurfaces.

“I haven’t healed. I don’t think I'll ever heal
from it,” she said. “There’s not a day that goes
by that I don’t think of Antoine.”

In February 2006, Antoine Latham, 20, was
shot to death in an argument over a game of
dice.

Sadness overwhelms Morris when she
thinks about both her son and the man who
killed him, Ezekiel Jones, who was sentenced to
55 years in prison for the murder.

“There’s two more kids that are just gone,”
Morris said. “My heart goes out to him and his
family.”

Over the last 10 years, nearly 60 percent of
Fort Wayne’'s homicide victims were black, ac-
cording to police records.

Only 17.4 percent of the city’s population is
black, according to the most recent available

FORT WAYNE HOMICIDES

Broken down by race
Year Black White Hispanic Unknown
2008 16 5 4 0
2007 18 3 3 0
2006 n 6 1 0
2005 14 7 4 0
2004 12 9 1 0
2003 9 7 3 0
2002 13 8 2 1
2001 20 2 1 0
2000 9 10 0 1
1999 10 8 1 1
Source: Fort Wayne Police Department
U.S. Census data.

Nationwide, Indiana ranks third in the per-
centage of homicide victims who are black.
Nearly 33 of every 100,000 blacks became ho-
micide victims in 2006, according to a study re-
leased by the Violence Policy Center this year.
That number is six times the national average.

“It’s kind of a national phenomenon,” police
Chief Rusty York said.
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Wendy Morris and her brother, the Rev. Michael Latham, remember her son Antoine Latham, who died in a 2006 shooting.

Black victims ‘too many’

Account for 60% of homicides in past 10 years; pastors seek answers

“More and more these victims are younger
and typically male.”

Stephen Terry, pastor of New Life Church of
God, has attended at least 30 funerals for vic-
tims of crime. He has performed eulogies for six
of those victims.

“That’s too many,” he said.

Anthony Pettus, pastor of Greater Progres-
sive Baptist Church, said the numbers reflect a
community crisis “not just an African-Ameri-
can problem.”

Alarmingly, in 2001, close to 87 percent of
the city’s homicide victims were black, accord-
ing to police records.

‘When people are killing and then running
free in the community, there is little fear among
criminals, Pettus said.

“The word on the streets is if you want to
commit a murder, Allen County is the place to
do it because there’s no conviction,” he said.

York maintains that police are working dili-
gently on solving open homicide cases, but offi-
cers alone can’t solve them.

Detectives need witnesses to come forward
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Mitchell Griffin, associate minister at St. John Missionary Baptist Church, speaks at the Fort Wayne Urban

League’s Breakfast Club.
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and help from the community
to curb crime, he said.

Moral discussion

The black homicide study
was first conducted in 2007.
That year, Indiana ranked
third. The next year, it ranked
fourth.

“It’s a steady increase by
any measure,” said Josh Sug-
armann, executive director of
the Violence Policy Center.
“It should raise concern.”

And it does among local
residents. But the answer of
“why" is not simple.

Community leaders point
to a number of factors.
Among them: teen pregnancy,
drugs, gang violence, morali-
ty, poor leadership and fear.

A large part of those fac-
tors, said the Rev. Bill McGill,
Fort Wayne NAACP presi-
dent, is unwed teen mothers —
and the society that accepts
that lifestyle.

“We've almost become
numb to this activity,” he said.
“Children need to be raised
better. That kind of moral dis-
cussion hasn’t been going on
in our community.”

Many of the young people
involved with homicides have
a lack of direction and no
mentor in their life. Raised
with absentee parents, they
make poor decisions, he said.

“It contributes to the pain
that I hear in a lot of young
men’s voices,” Terry said.

Children begin to be raised
by the culture and the commu-
nity around them. That might
include alife of drugs and vio-
lence, McGill said.

No way out

Jonathan Ray, president
and CEO of the Fort Wayne
Urban League, said one of the
underlying issues for violence
is depression. People get to a
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point where they feel they
have no options left.

Young adults may already
have a police record that pro-
hibits a “job that would pro-
vide the lifestyle they would
want,” said York, Fort
Wayne's police chief. “They
don’t have much of a positive
outlook on their own life and
don’t have it about others.”

Drugs can provide that
lifestyle, if even temporarily.
But that world holds other
consequences.

“We have to stop buying
into this fast-cash mentality,”
McGill said. “If you are either
selling, or dealing drugs —
that's a world of gunplay.”

During a brief period from
late March to mid-April last
year, the city saw an unprece-
dented 11 homicides. Nine of

VIOLENCE POLICY CENTER

W Based in Washington, D.C,, the Violence Policy Center is a
national non-profit educational foundation that researches
violence in America and works to develop violence-reduction
policies and proposals. The foundation’s study on black homi-
cide victims is based on an analysis of 2006 FBI supplementary

homicide reports.

those victims were black.

Afterward, Pettus scoured
the streets talking to families
of victims and gang members
alike. Many young men told
him they are being shot at and
see no other option than to
carry guns as self-defense,
Pettus said.

“That generation out on
the streets is a hard generation
to reach,” he said.

Antoine Latham already
had a brush with the law be-
fore his death — having been
shot in a separate case in
2004. But his uncle, Michael
Latham, who also pastors Re-
naissance Baptist Church,
said his nephew was making
changes in his life.

He also was becoming
more and more active at
church and with mentoring
youth, he said. And before his
death, Antoine had expressed
interest in going to school at
Brown Mackie College, his
mother said.

Even so, in the time since
Antoine was killed, Morris
has seen at least six other
young men in the community
die in the same way.

“It just keeps going on and
on,” she said.

Hope for the future

Instead of allowing the vi-
olence to continue, Terry and
more than three dozen other
pastors from the Fort Wayne
area have combined efforts,
hoping to transform the city.

The group “Uniting Pas-
tors™ was formed last April.
The pastors meet regularly
with York and other law en-
forcement leaders to discuss
crime in the community and
how to put a stop to it.

In addition, pastors went
door to door after the killings
a year ago to ask people how
they felt. The biggest respons-
es: Frustration and fear.

“Right now, everybody’s
scared of everyone,” the Ur-
ban League’s Ray said, add-
ing that law-abiding citizens
often feel they are being
looked at by police as sus-
pects.

After last year's killings
the Urban League also took a
stance to end violence — a
stance it continues today.

Part of that stance has con-
sisted of meetings with youth
in the city. At those meetings,
a number of questions about
violence were asked.

A summary of the Urban
League’s findings was com-
piled with one concern top-
ping the list — the church
needs to play a bigger role.

Several weeks ago, the Ur-
ban League started the
“Breakfast Club,” which
meets every Saturday morn-
ing at its headquarters.

At the meeting, a warm
meal is provided to children,
and they are given a message
of hope and faith by a pastor.

In the near future, the Ur-
ban League hopes to partner
with Park Center to provide
mental health services to the
Hanna-Creighton neighbor-
hood as well.

And the Urban League will
continue to provide youth ed-
ucation and aid for adults
looking for decent work, Ray
said.

“People think they are
stuck,” he said. “Educate
them and provide opportunity
for change. People need hope
for opportunity.”
habrams@jg.net
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