



National Night Out brings police, residents together
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Jacob Sprinsky leaped to his feet as a fire alarm sounded above his head and ran as fast as his 7-year-old legs allowed to a dummy lying prostrate in a grass field behind the Cherry Hill municipal complex.

Clutching the dummy's left arm, Jacob trudged about 15 yards to safety, before scooping up a fire hose and dousing a simulated "fire" with a steady stream.

After successfully completing the obstacle course at the National Night Out event, Jacob made a life-altering decision -- he will one day become a fireman rather than a policeman as he had earlier planned.

"That was like being in a real fire," he said of the experience.

Related
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Across South Jersey on Tuesday night law enforcement and community members joined together as part of annual National Night Out events aimed at deterring violence and building community and public safety ties.

In Camden, officials took the opportunity to announce that overall crime figures fell 11 percent in the first seven months of 2010, including a 31-percent drop in motor-vehicle thefts.

Jacob's parents, Karen and Steve Sprinsky, said they went to Cherry Hill's third-annual event for a night of free entertainment and a chance for Jacob and his younger brother to interact with the different police, fire and EMS personnel.

"You don't want your kids to be afraid of the fire or policemen," Karen Sprinsky said.

At events in both Camden and Cherry Hill, uniformed officers mingled with crowds pursuing vendor booths, noshing on free hot dogs or watching police demonstrations.

In a parking lot near Campbell's Field at the Camden Waterfront, Sgt. Zsakhiem James showed off his K-9 Zero's jaw strength by twirling the police dog, which was latched onto a padded sleeve over the officer's arm, like a helicopter.

Dian Bradley, of the city's Centerville section, said she brings her two children out to Camden's National Night Out event each year to "show them the cops are there for them."

Too often, children see police portrayed in a negative light, Bradley said.

Bradley said she was impressed with Tuesday night's event, which featured demonstrations from the cast of the A&E TV series "Manhunters: Fugitive Task Force," as well as information booths from city departments and community groups, but wished more residents would have shown up.

There were about 150 people milling about at the two-hour event around 6:30 p.m.

Deputy Police Chief Michael Lynch reiterated the importance of events like National Night Out in building ties between police and community members.

Perennially ranked as one of the country's most dangerous cities, Camden police have touted progress in the past year as the city recorded a 40-year low in reported crimes in 2009. As of Sunday, reported crimes are down by 11 percent from the same time last year and by 22 percent from the 2008 period.

The 19 homicides reported so far this year are equal to the same period last year. Robberies and burglaries are down 10 percent so far this year. Rapes and aggravated assaults are slightly up.

Zora Dees-Brown, a resident of Camden's Parkside neighborhood, said she came out in hopes of learning a few safety techniques.

Her arms filled with brochures from various community groups, Dees-Brown, a vice principal at the Bonsall Elementary School, said she was impressed by the various displays at the event.

She said she believes many Camden residents want to make a difference in making the city safer, but noted that in her community it's mainly the older generation who are active.

"I think we can overcome (the violence) but it's going to take all of us coming together," she said.
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