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CONNECTICUT NEWS

Police, Pool And Kids: Recipe For Prevention

October 15, 2006 
By TRACY GORDON FOX, Courant Staff Writer 

 

HEBRON -- Manny Acosta and Josh D'Agata carefully planned their next shot, talking above the din of two pool games at the crowded teen center on a recent weekday night.

"Yeah, that looks like the safer shot," Josh agreed, encouraging his partner to sink a ball in the corner pocket.

It didn't matter that Acosta is a middle-age state trooper and Josh is a 12-year-old middle school student. They were a team. And it didn't matter they were playing against another 12-year-old and a retired senior citizen.

"It's just different to play with someone like that," Josh said.

That was exactly the point of a police-and-youth program Acosta formed to bring police officers, teenagers and senior citizens together over the next eight months in a long-term pool tournament.

Acosta's proposal was so unusual that the state Office of Policy and Management doled out federal grant money to Marlborough, where Acosta is the town's resident state trooper. It was the smallest municipality of the 10 given $10,000 grants. Twenty-six towns applied, and other municipalities that received grants included Hartford, New Haven and Stamford.

Many police athletic leagues involve basketball, but Acosta preferred pool, he said, because there's a lot more time to talk and interact.

Master Sgt. J. Paul Vance, a state police spokesman, said the program may catch on with other police-and-youth programs.

"It's important to solve crime, but it's also important to prevent crime and interact with people, especially young people. He's breaking down the barriers," Vance said. "All the resident troopers and local agencies share with each other. If something is working, we're more apt to try it."

The grant money paid for trophies, pool table supplies, equipment, and salaries for troopers who work overtime and on their days off to shoot pool with the teens who come from the local regional school district of Hebron, Andover and Marlborough. Acosta also rounded up volunteers - mostly senior citizens - from the towns to play.

The program has room for 24 kids ages 10 to 18. Acosta could have held the tournament over a few weeks, but decided instead to hold it two nights a month over eight months, so that he could build long-term relationships with the teens. Games go on simultaneously at the youth center in Hebron and at the Marlborough senior center, where several state troopers and senior citizens play.

The teens learn a lot more than how to bank a shot.

"You would figure they would not do anything like that for the kids," said Bobby Robbins, a 14-year-old eighth-grader who sports a hoop earring.

"We have a good time. That's the main thing," said Russ Schwarzmann, one of the senior volunteers, who has been playing pool for 50 years.

Marlborough police Officer Randy Ransom said he plays pool with some kids whose houses he has had to respond to on police calls.

"I ended up being their partner," Ransom said. "It lets them see me in a different light."

Acosta's desire to connect with kids grew from personal experience. He came to the United States as a Cuban refugee when he was 5 with his parents and the clothes on his back. As a youngster growing up in Hartford's South End, Acosta dreamed of being a police officer. When he joined the state police in 1987, he was the first Cuban refugee on the force.

"This is something I always wished I had," Acosta said. "It's one of my goals here. I want to give kids the opportunities I never had."

Working and living in Marlborough, Acosta noticed that much of the crime in town was caused by youths, who committed acts of vandalism and drank alcohol to pass the time. After solving the arson of port-a-potties in Marlborough last year, Acosta said he starting thinking that maybe the kids needed something else to do.

Many of those who were getting in trouble were not involved in organized school sports so Acosta said he wanted to try something that everyone could do - shoot pool.

Acosta, a stocky teddy bear of a man, is no pool expert. "I haven't won a game at all," he said laughing after his game with Josh.

But winning at pool was never the purpose of the program. The idea is to show children and teens police officers in a different role.

Charlie Olbrias, director of the teen center in Hebron, which serves Andover, Hebron and Marlborough, said it is doing just that.

"They see the troopers out on the road, and instead of running away, they are going to be like, `Hi!' " Olbrias said. "Everyone is afraid to get in trouble. But it's worse when you know them."

Contact Tracy Gordon Fox at tfox@courant.com. 
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