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Trinity Methodist Church's Julie Wilson challenged the candidates for the Calvert County Board of County Commissioners to respond to a growing trend in crimes committed by young people at the Southern Maryland Action Coalition (SMAC) candidate forum Sunday night. 

"While the progress report indicated that Calvert County has the sixth lowest crime rate in the state of Maryland," Wilson read aloud, "during that same time period the crime rate actually increased 18 percent. Many of those crimes were committed by youth. … Some are calling for programs to help keep our youth off the streets." 

She asked each candidate to respond to the issue with what he or she felt should be done to remedy the problem. 

Republican candidate for District 3 Evan Slaughenhoupt answered with a question of his own, asking voters what they were willing to do. He said the solution lies with how much the community is willing to put into helping county youth before the problem even starts. 

"We need programs to prevent crime and not necessarily react to crime," Slaughenhoupt said. 

Third District commissioners' President Wilson H. Parran (D) responded similarly, saying the best prevention technique is "family and understanding and sharing love for young kids as they grow up. … That may seem like one of the simple things we can do, but it's something that is missing in a lot of places." 

When educators and faith-based organizations are committed to these principles, he said, "[Young people] will not have to look at gangs for support." 

Speaking from experience, independent candidate V. Charles Donnelly, from District 1, said he remembers when the term "latchkey kid," meaning young people who went home to an empty house after school and were at risk for bad behavior, was popular, and it was something that actually applied to him. 

"I would suspect the best answer lies with a true partnership between teachers, law enforcement, businesses and the community," Donnelly said. 

Although it will take "a detailed trimming of the budget," he said he believes the county should work with businesses and academic institutions to create incentives, such as apprenticeship programs, for students to graduate. 

Commissioners' Vice President Gerald W. "Jerry" Clark (R) of District 1 said he also could have taken a different path as a teenager growing up in Capitol Heights. "One thing that helped me was family and the church," he said, adding that if re-elected he would continue to advocate funding for school and religious programs for students. 

Republican candidate Steve Weems of District 2 and current commissioners Barbara Stinnett (D), from District 3, and Susan Shaw (R), from District 2, each referred to a recent increase in teenage gangs in larger communities like White Sands and the Chesapeake Ranch Estates. 

While Weems said increased family support in those commuter areas is needed, Stinnett said after-school programs should be held more accountable. 

"They're going to get guidance there they're not getting out there on the street," Stinnett said. 

Shaw, however, said that among other initiatives she would like to see the Boys & Girls Clubs brought to those communities, where students can meet others in a safe setting and engage in a daily "power hour" homework session. 

"We have families that are under a lot of stress," she said, because both parents in one household often commute. "… The Boys & Girls Club helps to fill that gap. It's a wonderful program." 

Even after 30 years in law enforcement, Pat Nutter, a Republican candidate running in District 2, said, "It's just not that easy, folks." 

Nutter said he wants to see more programs for children who do not play a sport and suggested using the former Calvert Middle School in Prince Frederick as a building to house such activities. 

"I certainly don't want to see a strip mall there when it is something that can be used as a community center," he said. 

Democratic District 1 candidate Kimberly Mackall said the issue of kids turning to gangs is evidence of a larger problem that requires the commissioners to resolve. 

"We need political influence to bring the [current programs] together," Mackall said. "We have to stop talking the talk and not walking the walk with our children." 

She said if local officials increased communication among its existing programs, "it does not have to cost us any more money than it does now." 

District 2 Democrat William J. "Bill" Phalen Sr., however, said that while these community programs "work for a certain group of young people, it doesn't work for all. We need to have common sense laws and regulations." 

Similarly, Kelly McConkey, a Democrat running in District 3, said the answer to the increased crime lies heavily with how local law enforcement handles it. 

"I believe we need more police officers on the street," McConkey said. "We need computers in their cars so they can work in their car. We need more programs in communities that are like Crime Watch." 

He added jokingly, "Let's put gates at all ends and lock it so nobody else can get in here." 

The candidates also responded to questions regarding affordable housing and job creation. While they were not directly asked about these issues, programs passed out at the forum's start also encouraged the candidates to think about improved public transportation, what to do with the vacant Calvert Middle School property and environmental protection.
