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Sep. 7--Criminal offenders are paying to help educate the public about crimes they commit through messages displayed on billboards and television commercials in Morgan County.

Sheriff Greg Bartlett said he tapped into a national law enforcement campaign more than a month ago that includes public service advertisements to sharpen public awareness about illegal drugs, drunk driving and sex-related crimes involving children.

Bartlett said a fund built on forfeitures of property in criminal cases is paying for the advertisements. After authorities condemn items such as vehicles confiscated during drug busts, the sheriff may sell them. The money goes into a forfeiture fund.

"Basically, the people who are causing problems, breaking the law, are paying for it," he said.

Bartlett has two billboards in Decatur and one in Hartselle. Next to a photograph of himself on each billboard, the messages read: "Meth destroys lives, know the signs"; "You drink, you drive, you lose, know the risk"; and "Is your child safe? -- Sex offenders -- know where they are."

Each sign invites people to the sheriff's Web site to further explore the messages.

Bartlett said the National Sheriffs' Association launched the public awareness campaign and encouraged sheriffs throughout the country to participate.

The commercials are on the sheriff's Web site, also.

"Our hits have gone up by hundreds since we started this," Bartlett said. "We've had high school teachers who came here after seeing the commercials and billboards, and they think it's wonderful and educational.

"We've also gone out into the community speaking about crime and how people can be aware of criminal activity around them. We went to a church in Eva recently and had an audience of about 100 from ages 10 to 75."

Participation

Fred Wilson, director of the National Sheriffs' Association, said he is proud of sheriffs who are participating in the national effort to educate the public.

"The sheriff there is looking aggressively at all the issues, and a combined campaign such as this by an elected official works," Wilson said. "We believe that sheriffs should have all of these programs and we are very pleased to see it happening. Some others are doing it in other states."

Bartlett's commercials will run 20 weeks locally on CNN, Fox News Channel, ESPN, BET and MTV.

"We're trying to really reach kids to let them know the dangers associated with crystal meth as well as other drugs," Bartlett said. "We also want the public to know how serious we are about stopping illegal drugs in this county. The advertisement leads them to our Web site for more information. For instance, we have every registered sex offender and where they live listed. We also tell them what to look for to identify meth. We want people to know that we're here to help."

Law enforcement extra

Bobby Timmons, executive director of the Alabama Sheriffs Association, supports the effort.

"I think this sort of advertisement is very productive and eye-opening to the public," Timmons said. "It's a very important thing to bring attention to people about what's out there, whether it's meth or sexual offenders."

Wanted

Timmons said electronic signs display messages in Montgomery, including names and profiles of individuals most wanted by law enforcement.

"We've got a bunch of them around Montgomery," he said.

Bartlett said the response from the advertisements indicates people are looking and listening.

"We're pleased with the results," Bartlett said. We're getting our messages across. It's a great public service."
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