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According to the old saying, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.  That’s the idea behind Safe2Tell, a program nurtured by people who work hard trying to cure society’s ills.  The program – which has close ties to the District Attorney’s Office, the state departments of education and corrections, and other organizations – wants children and teens to feel that it’s safe to tell what they know about crime.


	Coloradans of any age can call a hotline anonymously to report current or impending substance abuse, suicide, sexual assault, gang activity, school attacks, animal cruelty, bullying and many other problems.  The Colorado State Patrol fields the calls and gives the information to the appropriate authorities.


	“We focus on bystanders, who are watching things happen and learn so early that something might happen if they speak up,” said founding director Susan Payne, a special agent with the state Department of Public Safety.  “We want them to always feel that what’s right inside is so important and they can make a difference every day from the time they’re little, all the way to adults.”


	The program, an offshoot of Crime Stoppers, began as a response to 1999’s Columbine school shootings.  It was founded in 2003 with funding from the Colorado Trust, and the hotline went live in September 2004.  Since then, call-takers have fielded more than 800 calls from 66 cities and 32 counties in Colorado; 87% of those reports have yielded positive outcomes, including six averted school shootings. 


	“From a law enforcement perspective, the best crime is the one that never occurs,” said John Newsome, district attorney for the Fourth Judicial District and a father of three.  “Law enforcement is a reactive business, and this is one of the few ways that we can actually prevent crimes from occurring.  That’s by getting kids to talk about what’s happening in their lives.”


	A Secret Service study showed that, in 75% of violent incidents in U.S. schools from 1974 to 2000, at least one person knew beforehand and failed to report it.  That figure has risen to 85% in the past six years.


	Newsome leaped at the chance to involve his office with Safe2Tell’s mission. “There are an awful lot of great kids, but the problems in society that we see in adults – rape, assault, drugs, murder, suicide – we’re seeing those in schools.  Younger and younger and younger.” he said.


	Suicide is the second-leading cause of death, behind car accidents, in Colorado’s young people. Phone tips have helped prevent 22 suicides since the hotline began.


	Payne said that, many times, the suicidal person has talked about his or her plans.  “Everybody feels a loyalty to a friend, but when there’s a question about safety, it’s got to be like the word ‘bomb’ in an airport.  You have to take it seriously.  If you need to be anonymous to get that information to someone who can help, then here’s a safe, anonymous way to do it.”





	Forty-three percent of Safe2Tell tips have included reports of bullying.  Payne cited studies showing that, if no one intervenes, a child identified as a bully between the sixth and ninth grades will have at least one criminal conviction by age 24.


	She categorized bullying as verbal, physical and cyber, along with the emotional type, when children are being excluded or isolated.  “‘You can’t sit with us because you don’t wear the right clothes.’ ‘You’re not the same financial status as us’ or ‘you’re not the same group as us.’”


	Safe2Tell recently started training the district attorney’s staff – 70 people – to spread the word to their children’s schools, other parents and the community in general.  Young people have been enlisted too, with the high-school students speaking to middle-school students, who in turn speak to elementary-school students.  The local effort is being watched by D.A.s throughout the state.


	“Parents teach kids not to tattletale, but it is not tattling when you’re talking about your safety or the safety of someone else,” said Payne, who has three children.  “If they’re witnessing something taking place that’s about meanness or cruelty, even in elementary school they learn so early to say, ‘If I speak up, I’m afraid they’re going to do it to me.’”


	In early October, Payne attended the White House conference on school safety, where Columbine survivor Craig Scott left a deep impression.  “He’d been able to read one of (a shooter’s) diaries and it said, ‘If one of you will just reach out and include me and be interested in what’s going on in my life, in the next year this won’t happen.’”


	Lisa Kirkman, a chief deputy district attorney who works closely with Safe2Tell, has four children.


	“Every morning I drop them off at school, they get out of the car and we do this thing: “I say, ‘How much do I love you?’ and they say, ‘More than infinity!’ And then I get this sinking feeling as they go into the school, and I think, ‘Surely they’re going to come out.’”


	Payne sums up the motivation of everyone involved with Safe2Tell: “We like to say that everybody has their own voice.  You can use it to make the life of someone else better or worse.  But if you don’t speak up for someone who needs it, sometimes no one else will.”  
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