Take extra care during holiday season: Const. Keen
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Now is the time to book your home safety inspection, according to Bayshore community police officer Const. Maria Keen.

EMC News - Editor's Note: This article marks the continuation of a crime-prevention series, new to your community newspaper. Each month, the EMC's Rosalyn Stevens will meet with Bayshore community police officer Const. Maria Keen to discuss important crime prevention tips, and community safety notes. 

Approaching the holiday season, many Ottawa residents will be spending hours at a time away from home, finishing up their holiday shopping or visiting family and friends. While the season is generally one of joy and happiness, it is also a prime time for criminal activity. 

"Don't take it for granted," said Bayshore community police officer Const. Maria Keen. "This is the prime time and we're always the prime targets."

Const. Keen said there are three things residents need to keep in mind to safeguard themselves, their homes and their property over the busy season. 

First, she said, be sure not to leave anything in your vehicle, especially at shopping malls, which would entice a criminal to break in. Remove valuables, especially GPS units, which are a popular item for thieves. In addition to removing the device itself, Const. Keen said it's important to remove the bracket for the console and wipe away the mark left by suction cups that attach the unit to the vehicle windshield. Small indicators like that, which may seem harmless, let thieves know a GPS may be hidden inside the vehicle.

"Of course, other stuff, (such as) laptops computers, cellphones, those are of great value too," she said.

While it's easy to drop off a load of purchases in the vehicle before moving on to another activity, Const. Keen said this should only be done if goods are left out of view. 

"We always use the one plus one rule," she sad. "You see one thing that's valuable, there's probably something else of value in there."

As always, Const. Keen said her volunteers will be touring shopping centres and handing out safety notices, letting vehicle owners know how they could improve the safety of their property. She said it's astounding what some people leave in full view in their vehicles, and she hopes residents will remember to take extra precautions at this time of year. 

Home safety is also important during these months. Many people will leave their home empty during visits or vacations, making them a prime target for criminals. One way to keep the illusion of being home and fend off thieves, is the use of automatic timers, which can be used to turn on the television, radio, lights and anything else commonly used in the home, Const. Keen said. 

"These things are amazing," she said. "They're inexpensive. They're great crime prevention tools. In my own house, personally, I have several of them around."

She noted it's important to make sure timers are set for activities that would normally take place. For example, if a person routinely watches television in their bedroom at night, setting a timer to turn on the set at the regular time gives the appearance of being home.

For those who decorate their homes with outdoor lights, using timers to turn them on and off is another important crime prevention technique. 

"Also, make sure you know people who will pick up your mail, or cancel your delivery if you have box delivery," she said, adding homeowners should continue to have their driveways and pathways cleared regularly while away.

The Ottawa Police Service offers a home inspection service, where police volunteers spend a few hours in an evening to assess the safety of a home and offer tips for improvement. As well, the volunteers have access to an engraver, which can be used to log serial numbers and engrave items of value for a better chance of retrieval after theft. 

"Now is a good time for that," Const. Keen said of the inspections. "It only takes a few hours in the evening for my volunteers to come over and give you suggestions."

Finally, Const. Keen said anyone hosting a holiday party this season should remember they will be held legally responsible for any guests under the influence of alcohol. 

Hosts should make efforts to keep everyone safe, and one suggestion is to collect the keys of everyone arriving with their own vehicle. It's a practice Const. Keen said she uses at her home and she's never had a complaint. 

"Before they leave, I make that decision on whether or not to give them the keys," she said. "I've never had a friend fight me on it."

As well, the laws surrounding impaired driving have changed, with tougher consequences for drivers found with a blood alcohol level of 0.05 to 0.08. On a first offence, the driver will lose his or her license for three days, on a second offence that increases to seven days. Those who get caught for a third time will lose their license for 30 days. 

"People don't realize how important a driver's license is to you until you have it taken away," Const. Keen said. "Driving is a privilege, not a right."

How many drinks it takes to reach that blood alcohol level depends on many factors, including gender and weight, she added. 

"The one beer an hour rule doesn't apply to everybody," she said. "My advice is people should, if you intend on drinking, have a designated driver."

For more information about the home inspection service, or other crime prevention programs offered by the Ottawa Police Service, contact the Bayshore Community Police Centre at 613-236-1222 ext. 2347
