Wal-Mart gives police little to smile about

3-year-old Bethlehem store proves to be more of a drain on department resources than anticipated
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BETHLEHEM -- The pitch for a new shopping center predicted a modest impact on police: maybe four or five calls a month.
The reality is the Wal-Mart that came to town sometimes generates that many calls a day.
After three years in business, the largest store at Bethlehem Town Center is now a constant destination for police in this affluent Albany suburb.
The Wal-Mart supercenter, which enjoyed a property tax break of nearly $50,000 in 2006, has taxed cops to the tune of 1,175 calls for service since 2004.
Shoplifting. Lockouts. Drugs. Accidents. Fights. Guns.
These are a sampling of the calls Bethlehem police get on average more than 30 times a month, according to a Times Union analysis of three years of calls for service to the store on Route 9W in Glenmont.
"He was extremely low on his estimate," Bethlehem Police Lt. Thomas Heffernan said of the police call projection from the developer, Nigro Companies.
Bethlehem's experience with big-box crime offers a lesson for other towns facing Wal-Mart proposals. The world's largest retailer has 14 stores in and around the Capital Region. It recently abandoned plans for a supercenter in Rotterdam. [image: image1.png]



Nationally, one union-backed group often critical of Wal-Mart raised the issue of police calls in a study titled "Crime and Wal-Mart -- 'Is Wal-Mart Safe?' "
The review of 551 stores, condemned by Wal-Mart as a selectively sampled attack, found an average of 269 reported incidents per Wal-Mart in 2004. The Glenmont Wal-Mart exceeded that by more than 100 calls, with a yearly average of 392.
In part, the calls are growing pains that come with a broader transformation along the Route 9W corridor -- the primary growth area in recent decades for a town eager to expand its commercial tax base.
"It's turning from the bedroom community into more of a commercial community such as Colonie," said Officer Michael Berben, vice president of the Bethlehem Police Officers Union. "I could see within 10 or 20 years 9W being like Wolf Road."
Today, what was vacant land is now a 200,000-square-foot store. Within Wal-Mart's warehouse-style walls, you can have a pedicure and grab some Dunkin' Donuts, buy a 61-inch television for $2,300 or an eight-pack of hot dogs for 68 cents.
The advantages for Bethlehem amount to much more than cheap wieners, though.
Wal-Mart contributed more than $240,000 in school taxes in 2006. It also generates sales tax, brings in customers who spend their money with other local businesses and attracts new retailers.
The Bethlehem Town Center -- home to Wal-Mart, Lowe's, and three smaller tenants -- will expand in January with Staples, PetSmart and Panera Bread.
"It contributes to the overall economy of the town," George Leveille, Bethlehem's director of economic development and planning, said of Wal-Mart. "I think the net economic benefits are greater than any costs that would be incurred by the public sector."
Yet the costs are hard to ignore.
Wal-Mart is attracting a criminal element from around the area that includes gang members, drug addicts and thieves, one police source said.
Shoplifting and other theft led to 207 calls to police over the past three years. One crook even stole a Wal-Mart vest to pass as an employee. [image: image2.png]



In another common scam, thieves stuff garbage pails and other large containers with items like expensive baby food, DVDs and small televisions. They pay for the container and sell the booty on the black market, the source said.
Sexual shenanigans also may have taken place in the parking lot, according to at least one report.
Employee theft also repeatedly brings police to Wal-Mart, in one call for allegedly stealing over $1,000.
Other calls came in for an employee suspected of gang activity, a fired worker out of control, and an ex-employee who yanked a woman's hair.
Authorities charged one employee with assault for punching a man in the store "several times with a closed fist," drawing blood and cutting his eye, according to a police report.
Altogether, Wal-Mart's 1,175 calls for service dwarfed the 618 calls generated by Kmart, Price Chopper and other stores in the nearby Town Squire plaza over the same three-year period, according to police records.
The same Capital District Transportation Authority bus line serves both Town Squire and Wal-Mart. The route runs from the Greyhound station in Albany through the South End and out to Glenmont.
Police typically dispatch two cars to shoplifting calls. Making the arrest, booking the shoplifter and writing up the incidents can take an hour, usually two.
Lt. Heffernan acknowledged the constant calls from Wal-Mart affected his department. But he did not consider that impact "significant." He reserved that word for more severe episodes like the 2004 Porco murder and the 2000 Normans Kill landslide.
That Wal-Mart would generate so many calls isn't surprising, he said, considering it is the largest store in town. The 43-officer Police Department has not made any staffing level changes specific to Wal-Mart, he said.
He also pointed out that Wal-Mart's call volume may be inflated by incidents like accidents that happen in front of the store but are listed at its address in police records. People locked out of cars accounted for 146 calls. [image: image3.png]



"I think it's important for people to know that it's not just criminal activity," Heffernan said.
Wal-Mart spokeswoman Sharon Weber said employees are trained to notify authorities whenever they see suspicious or potentially dangerous situations.
Outside the store "safety is a much more difficult issue," Weber said, but the store works with authorities to fine-tune things like lighting and security cameras.
Looked at another way, the volume of calls to Wal-Mart reveals only part of the impact on law enforcement.
The numbers don't take into account people arrested in traffic stops elsewhere in town whose reason for coming to Bethlehem was Wal-Mart, Berben said.
"The addition of Wal-Mart in the town of Bethlehem has led to a measurable increase in crime," the union official said, "which supports a need for additional police personnel."
Back in 2001, Nigro Companies predicted a possible "minor impact" on police staffing levels. That came in its draft environmental impact statement for the Bethlehem Town Center, the same document that estimated four to five new police calls a month.
Nigro Vice President Steven Powers told the Times Union that the figures stemmed from the firm's past projects as well as its engineer. He pointed to the Glenville and Halfmoon Wal-Marts.
The firm's impact study also pointed to a 2000 letter from the Bethlehem police chief, though the letter's significance is unclear.
"The only way we can project those things is based on previous projects and previous experience," Powers said. "I can't predict the future in terms of a different area of the Capital District."
But during the approval process several residents predicted developer John Nigro's estimates would prove way off mark. Meeting minutes show Michael Trout of Selkirk said this at a packed public hearing in 2001:
"Mr. Nigro at one point said off the top of his head he thought maybe four to five additional police calls a month. Based on the large center of this type that I'm familiar with, I think he is underestimating by about a factor of 10." [image: image4.png]



The project's final environmental impact statement took such concerns into account.
It estimated, based on a comparison with Colonie's Latham Farms, that the entire Bethlehem shopping complex might anticipate 21 calls per month. Looking just at calls to Wal-Mart, that was still low by about 10 calls.
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