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For James DeBord, the defining moment in York County's push for a Metro-
York regional police department came at a summit of police chiefs who liked
the idea of pooling resources to better fight crime.

But regionalization can have costs as well as benefits. "And we asked those
chiefs, 'Would you support consolidation even if it means that you, personally,
could lose your job?" " said DeBord.

The answer: A unanimous yes.

"They said it's what we should do — this is what's right," said DeBord,
director of YorkCounts, the nonprofit coalition working to "assess, sustain and
enhance the quality of life in York County." Creating a Metro-York police
department is among the organization's biggest goals.

YorkCounts convened four years ago to focus on the "municipal and
educational decline” of the city of York and its surrounding inner-ring suburbs.
DeBord said the consensus among participants was that public safety was
the critical factor to address: "You can build new stadiums or living space, but
when muggings and stabbings are front-page news, it reinforces the
impression” that the city and its environs are unsafe.

So the idea of a regional police department serving the city and several
neighboring municipalities was hatched. It's still in the process of being
assessed; York City, Spring Garden, Springettsbury, York Area Regional and
West Manchester Township police departments are interested in the idea.

"lt's a fiscal issue," said DeBord, "when you have X number of departments
with X number of booking facilities. It definitely becomes an issue of cost
efficiencies.”

But it's also an issue of continuity. Crime knows no municipal boundaries, he said, and while police departments do
cooperate with one another, "A truly regional department with access to computerized data [on the entire region]
could put up to 40 officers on duty at one time and do a better job of suppressing crime before it occurs."

He cautions, though, that regionalization is easier discussed than accomplished. "There aren't really a lot of short-
term cost savings," he said. Most savings are long-term, and that can discourage some municipal officials looking to

save money right now.

In York, the idea of a separate public-safety tax, not tied to property values, has been floated as a way to pay for the
initiative. "People are going to say, 'My God, my taxes are going to go up,' " said DeBord, "but in theory, municipal

taxes could actually be decreased.”

YorkCounts is trying come up with a way to fund a comprehensive study on regionalization, after state funding fell
through. Meanwhile, he's spreading the gospel, talking to the Lancaster Rotary last week about the effort. "There was
an overwhelming amount of interest," he said, "with people coming up to me after the presentation and saying, 'We

need to be doing this.

His message: You will be, maybe sooner than you think. "The cities are in trouble, and the first-tier suburbs are built
out, with no more room to grow. People are fleeing to the second-tier suburbs," but the need for and cost of services
in the urban core continues to rise, even as the ability to pay for it declines, DeBord said.

"Whether you want to recognize it or not," he said, "this is coming to a city near you."

Gil Smart is associate editor of the Sunday News. E-mail him at gsmart@Inpnews.com, or phone 291-8817.
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