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Abstract

Research Goals and Objectives

This research report describes assumptions, issues, problems, and events that have

been characterizing, shaping, and defining the police response to local gang problems in

the United States. In particular, this research had five objectives:

1.

To identify and examine the factors that have led to the creation of specialized
police gang units, and to examine how those factors have influenced the units’
responses to the gang problems in their communities;

To examine alternative ways in which police agencies have organized
resources to respond to their local gang problems;

To examine the relevant beliefs of gang unit officers, and how their beliefs
might have affected the police response to gangs;

To identify the activities that gang unit officers have been engaging in, and to
clarify conceptually the roles of specialized police gang units within their
departments;

To assess the goodness of fit of the police response to gangs with the

community-oriented policing paradigm.

Research Design and Methodology

We gathered data for this study from four communities in the southwestern region

of the United States: Albuquerque, New Mexico; Inglewood, California; Las Vegas,

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
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Nevada; and Phoenix, Arizona. In total, 470 hours were spent in the field observing gang
unit officers; interviews were conducted with 65 gang unit officers, 20 gang unit
managers, and 68 stakeholders; and we examined 175 official documents and 285

newspaper articles. The qualitative data were analyzed using QSR NUD*IST.

Research Results and Conclusions

Our analyses pointed to five major conclusions. First, although all cities in our
study had gang problems at the time that their respective police departments established
gang units, in creating the gang units, the police departments typically were responding to
political, public, and media pressure — not directly to the objective reality of the gang
problem. Second, the data showed that few formal mechanisms had been instituted for
controlling and managing gang units and their officers, or for holding them accountable.
Third, the most important benefits to actors in the gang units’ environments were related
to the production and dissemination of gang intelligence. Fourth, the police had
structurally and strategically decoupled gang control efforts from the rest of their police
organizations. Fifth, gang units and gang unit officers were not practicing community or

problem-oriented policing.

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Executive Summary

Traditionally, the police response to gangs and gang-related problems has been to
assign responsibility for control to existing departmental units, such as patrol, juvenile
bureaus, community relations, investigations, and crime prevention (Huff 1993; Needle
and Stapleton 1983). Then in the 1980s, police departments began to establish specialized
units for gang control, including what is commonly referred to as the police gang unit. A
police gang unit is a secondary or tertiary functional division within the parent police
organization, with at least one sworn officer whose sole function is to engage in gang
control efforts (C. Katz, McGuire and Roncek 2002).

In 1999, the Law Enforcement and Management Administrative Statistics survey
reported that among large agencies with 100 or more sworn officers, special gang units
existed in 56 percent of all municipal police departments, 50 percent of all sheriff’s
departments, 43 percent of all county police agencies, and 20 percent of all state law
enforcement agencies (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2001, Table C). These findings
suggested that an estimated 360 police gang units existed throughout the country. The
recency of this phenomenon is illustrated by the fact that more than 85 percent of all
specialized gang units had been established after the mid-to-late 1980s (C. Katz, McGuire
and Roncek 2002).

Although specialized police gang units represented a new feature in the landscape

of American policing, this change was embedded in a broader trend. Police organizations

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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had increasingly been creating specialized units to address specific law enforcement
issues such as repeat offenses, domestic violence, and hate crimes. Such specialized units
were said to be created in order to focus departmental resources, energy, and skills on
specific community problems. Additionally, creation of specialized units served as a
symbolic act, showing the community, potential offenders, and police officers that the
police department was taking particular problems seriously (Meyer 1979; Scott 1995).
For similar reasons, many police officials and gang scholars had been calling for
consolidation of gang control functions within police departments. They argued that
assigning primary responsibility for addressing the gang problem to a specialized unit
would increase the technical efficiency and effectiveness of the police department’s
response. They pointed out that consolidation of gang control functions would permit
officers to develop highly technical skills, with training and experience, that otherwise
would not be possible. They claimed that consolidation would also allow police
organizations to distribute gang-related work rationally, better enabling police
departments to develop and coordinate responses to community gang problems (Burns
and Deakin 1989; Huff and McBride 1993; Jackson and McBride 1986; Rush 1996).
This report is concerned with advancing our understanding of how police gang
units have been responding to community gang problems. Although researchers have
begun documenting programs and activities performed by police gang units, studies thus
far have relied on surveys of police leaders. Little research has examined the realities and
experiences of those actually working day-to-day within police gang units. The research
reported here describes the assumptions, issues, problems, and events that have been

characterizing, shaping, and defining the police response to the gang problem. In

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
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particular, this research has five major objectives:

1. To identify and examine the factors that have led to the creation of specialized
police gang units, and to examine how those factors have influenced the units’
responses to the gang problems in their communities;

2. To examine alternative ways in which police agencies have organized
resources to respond to their local gang problems;

3. To examine the relevant beliefs of gang unit officers, and how their beliefs
might have affected the police response to gangs;

4. To identify the activities that gang unit officers have been engaging in, and to
clarify conceptually the roles of specialized police gang units within their
departments;

5. To assess the goodness of fit of the police response to gangs with the

community-oriented policing paradigm.

Study Sites

Data for the study were gathered from four communities in the southwestern
region of the United States: Albuquerque, New Mexico; Inglewood, California; Las
Vegas, Nevada; and Phoenix, Arizona. We selected these cities for two reasons. First,
although researchers have found that police departments across the country claim gang
problems, Southwestern police departments have been significantly more likely to
respond by establishing specialized police gang units (Curry et al. 1992, 65). Studying
Southwestern cities allowed us to focus our efforts where specialized gang units were
most likely to be the local response to a gang problem.

Second, these cities were selected because they represent a variety of

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
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organizational configurations. The Phoenix Police Department’s gang unit was located in
the Organized Crime Bureau; the Inglewood Police Department’s gang unit was located
in the Criminal Investigation Bureau; the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department’s
gang unit was located in the Special Operations Division; and the Albuquerque Police
Department’s gang unit was located in the Special Enforcement Bureau. The
organizational variety at the sites allowed us to examine the different ways in which gang
units fit organizationally into their parent police departments, and how organizational

configurations might influence the police response to gangs.

Study Design

Our research design was constructed to gain a comprehensive view of how and
why police were responding to the gang problem. In particular, our study brings together
multiple sources of data (i.e., field observations, in-depth interviews, and documents) to
focus upon a single point, and to help explain, clarify, and corroborate issues of question
(Lincon and Guba 1985; Merriam 1988).

Exhibit 2.2 Data collection: data types, units, and dates, by study site

Albuquerque Inglewood Las Vegas Phoenix
Data Type No. Date No. Date No. Date No. Date Totals
Field observation (hours)
Gang units 80  Aug 1999 80  May 1999 160  June-July 150  June-Aug 470
1999 2000
Interviews
Police managers 3 Aug-Dec 4 May-June 6 July-Aug 7 Sept-Oct 20
1999 1999 1999 2000
Gang unit officers 309 Aug-Dec 3 May-June 31 July-Aug 22 Sept-Oct 59 (65)
1999 1999 1999 2000
Stakeholders 21 Aug-Dec 14 May-June 19 July-Aug 15 May-Aug 69
1999 1999 1999 2000
Documents
Official documents 36  June-Aug 40  May-June 51 July-Aug 48 June-Oct 175
1999 1999 1999 2000
Newspaper articles 42 April 1999 30  April 1999 112 April 1999 101 June 2000 285

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
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Field Observations

Altogether, between May 1999 and August 2000, researchers spent approximately
470 hours in the field accompanying gang unit officers: 80 hours of field observation in
both Albuquerque and Inglewood, 150 hours in Phoenix, and 160 hours in Las Vegas.
We were interested in the beliefs of the gang unit officers, how the officers spent their
time, and the types of persons with whom they had contact. For this reason, we spent the
majority of our time with gang unit officers, rather than with gang unit managers or

civilian personnel.

Interviews with Gang Unit Officers, Unit Managers, and Stakeholders

We also collected data from in-depth interviews with gang unit officers and their
managers. When interviewing officers, we sought their subjective perceptions concerning
the realities of their working situations — what must be done to effectively perform the
job, and what they actually did while on the job. Our interviews with gang unit
supervisors and other individuals in the chain of command focused on organizational
constructs of the gang unit — for example, the background of the gang unit, personnel
selection, measures of success, and budgetary issues. In total, we interviewed 65 gang
unit officers and 20 managers (exhibit 2.02).

We also interviewed personnel outside the gang units who were identified as
stakeholders. Many were direct beneficiaries of the gang units, and at the same time, they
were potentially important members of the gang units’ environments who could help to
legitimize the units’ existence. We were interested in understanding their perceptions of
local gang problems and of their gang units, and of the ways in which their own activities
might have been influenced by their respective gang units. Further, we believed that these

individuals might have a different view of the gang problem and different opinions on
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how the gang unit should respond to the city's gang problem. We were especially
interested in the stakeholders’ assessments of the effectiveness of their gang units. Sixty-

eight individuals identified as stakeholders were interviewed for this study.

Document Reviews

More than 175 official documents produced by the gang units and the police
departments were reviewed during the present study. These included the gang units’
standard operating procedures (SOPs), annual reports, intelligence, training and task
force bulletins and updates, interoffice communications, statistics kept by the gang units,
grants obtained by the gang units, booklets produced by the gang units, and arrest
statistics obtained from the police departments. The present study also used 285 articles
obtained from local newspapers, dating back to 1995 in Albuquerque, 1981 in Inglewood,
1984 in Las Vegas, and 1978 in Phoenix. The newspaper articles provided an historical
account of the development of the gang units in terms of their organizational mandates
and roles, and provided insight into the various external forces that may have affected the

gang units’ responses to community gang problems.

Police Gang Units as an Indirect Response to an Objective Problem

Each of the four cities that we examined had a documentable gang problem at the
time that each police department established its gang unit. However, the development of
the gang units, in each case, was an indirect rather than a direct response to the problem
of local gangs and gang violence. These police departments were responding to political,
public, and media pressure when they created their gang units — not directly to the
objective reality of a community gang problem.

Much prior research has argued that local police officials, along with media, have
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socially constructed gang problems, demonizing minority and other marginalized youth,
in an effort to campaign for additional resources. Without question, each of the cities we
studied had a real gang problem with attendant crime and violence; in no case was a gang
problem being constructed by the police department as a means of achieving ends such as
additional financial or human resources.

Furthermore, we found no evidence suggesting that the police had created the
gang units to control marginalized populations whom they perceived as threatening;
rather, we found evidence to the contrary. Much of the data suggested that minority
communities played a major role in shaping the nature of the police organizations’
responses to gangs.

In almost all of the communities, we found evidence that once gang violence had
become a public reality, community members began to criticize the police for lack of
action. In a number of cases, citizens held widespread rallies, meetings, and protests,
demanding that police do something about the gang problem. These kinds of events
typically were followed by local policymakers conducting public inquiries, media reports
on gang incidents, additional public outcry, and policy decision-making. We found that
although a real gang problem had preceded the creation of the gang unit in each
community, in establishing the units, the police departments were not responding purely
as agencies seeking to enhance operational efficiency and effectiveness. Instead, the
specialized units that we studied had been created by the departments in response to

pressures building within their institutional environments.

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study x

The Absence of Control and Accountability

Our examination of the gang units, and of the police departments within which
they were located, showed that few formal mechanisms had been instituted for
controlling gang units and their officers, or for holding them accountable.

First, with the exception of Las Vegas, the gang units in this study lacked special
policies, procedures, or rules guiding officer behavior, and the few policies and
procedures that did exist were modest in scope and nature. The fact that some units did
not have so much as a mission statement spoke to the little direction that the parent police
organizations gave to their units. Instead, unit functions and activities were largely driven
by the unit supervisor or even by an officer who had been with the unit for a long time.

Second, the gang unit officers whom we studied were, for the most part, poorly
trained on gang-related matters. Although all officers received mandated broad police
training, most gang units did not require training specific to their officers’ positions, at
least not beyond basic elements such as documenting gang members, using the gang
information system, and an introduction to gang culture. As a consequence, officers were
primarily trained by their on-the-job experiences. This method was found to result in
several problems affecting their criminal investigations, dissemination of intelligence,
and capacity to provide reliable information to policymakers and community members.

Third, in addition to a shortage of policies, procedures, and training, the gang
units that we studied lacked adequate performance measures. Specifically, we found that
the police departments we studied rarely engaged in evaluation-oriented activities with
their gang units, and when they did, the units’ performance and effectiveness were

typically judged using global, subjective evaluation standards. Many of the participants
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whom we interviewed assessed the local gang problem as substantial and gave positive
evaluations to their gang units, but they were hard-pressed to offer specific evidence of
the units’ effectiveness. Interestingly, when asked about the gang units’ utility,
stakeholders and police managers frequently mentioned the value of the information that
the units developed; however, they rarely commented on the gang units’ impact on the
amelioration of local gang problems. Consequently, management decisions about the
configuration of the gang units, or even about whether or not to institute one, were
necessarily premised on other than hard, objective data.

Similarly, gang unit managers, as well as gang unit officers, were often unable to
provide standard performance measures for evaluating gang unit officers. A few did give
us measures, but these did not directly reflect job-specific tasks performed by the gang
unit officers; instead, they were measures of the most general employee characteristics
such as work attendance, tardiness, or turning in reports on time. Regardless of the
function of the unit or the role of the officer within the unit, police managers did not
appear to rely even on traditional performance measures such as officer clearance rates,
numbers of arrests made, or amount of intelligence collected or distributed. This casual
approach to performance measurement, we found, contributed to a sense of autonomy

and lack of accountability within the gang units.

Information as the Principal Commodity of Gang Units

A principal finding of our research was that although a great deal of cultural and
organizational emphasis was placed on enforcement, gang units actually engaged in a
wide variety of activities, and enforcement played a relatively modest role. Gang unit

officers, as well as some internal stakeholders, clearly placed substantial value on
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suppression-oriented enforcement. The data strongly indicated that suppression activities
legitimated the gang units in the eyes of gang unit officers and most stakeholders. But in
spite of this, almost no one other than the gang unit officers themselves seemed to believe
that gang unit suppression efforts were effective at reducing the communities’ gang
problems.

We concluded that the disconnect between the perception of suppression as an
essential function and the perception that suppression activities were ineffective might
have been a consequence of the limited number of contacts that occurred between gang
unit officers and gang members. Specifically, we found that overall, officers averaged
only one to three gang member contacts per eight hours worked. Furthermore, of the
contacts that gang unit officers did have with gang members, most did not result in an
arrest, but rather in intelligence gathering. Given that gang unit officers were not
arresting and confining gang members, at least not enough of them to have a substantial
impact on crime, the units’ stakeholders might not perceive gang unit suppression activity
as being particularly effective.

The production and dissemination of gang intelligence turned out to be the most
highly valued benefit to stakeholders in the gang units’ environments. Stakeholders
internal to the police organizations frequently pointed to the importance of this
information for solving crimes, and external stakeholders referred to the importance of
the intelligence to their own agencies’ gang suppression, intervention, and prevention
efforts. Although we found that typically few resources were dedicated to the production
and dissemination of intelligence, from the perspective of the actors in the gang unit’s

environment, this was clearly the gang units’ most vital activity.
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Strategic and Structural Decoupling of Gang Units

Most of the police departments that we studied had decoupled their gang control
efforts, both strategically and physically. This resulted in several negative consequences,
limiting the capacity and effectiveness of the units. Among other things, we found that
gang units were not responsible for performing core policing activities. Gang unit
officers, for example, were generally not responsible for responding to calls for service or
for performing other tasks normally associated with routine patrol activity. Instead, they
engaged in a buffet style of policing, picking and choosing what to do and when to do it.

Similarly, in most of the gang units studied, officers were highly selective when
accepting cases for investigation, whether they worked in a primary or auxiliary
investigative capacity. Gang unit officers typically investigated incidents only when a
high probability existed of obtaining valuable intelligence, or when the cases were
considered by the department to be high-profile, with gang involvement. This typically
meant that gang unit officers focused their investigative activities on crimes such as
homicides, drive-by shootings, and aggravated assaults. For the most part, such strategic
decisions were not made by a superior, nor were they guided by a well-articulated vision
of what the gang unit should be doing to achieve its goals. Rather, in most of the units,
operational activities carried out by the officers tended to be decided upon in accord with
the unique workgroup subculture that existed within each gang unit, a subculture that
reflected internally shared beliefs about the nature of the local gang problem and the
appropriate response to that problem.

Three of the four gang units operated from off-site facilities that were deemed

secret locations. Even other police officers and criminal justice stakeholders were
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unaware of the gang unit locations; those few who did know the locations were unable to
enter the offices independently, because the facilities were always secured and only gang
unit officers were permitted access. Although various justifications were offered, the
principal rationale offered for the secret, off-site locations was the need to protect gang
unit officers from possible gang retaliation. In some instances, we found that the
espoused need for secrecy took on cold war, spy-like dimensions, with gang officers
professing that regular precinct stations or police headquarters were subject to penetration
by gangs, purportedly rendering intelligence files vulnerable to destruction and
manipulation.

The decoupling of gang units from the rest of the police organization posed
several problems that affected their responses to their local gang problems. We found that
decoupling led gang unit officers to isolate themselves from the rest of the police
organization and from the community and citizens. This was found to reduce the gang
units’ capacity to provide information to and receive information from others outside the
units. The use of off-site and secretive locations promoted gang unit and officer
autonomy, to the detriment of all. Formal and informal supervision was minimal in most
sites. This resulted in the organizational character of the gang unit being shaped by
default by the workgroup subculture, which was sometimes at odds with the mission of
the larger law enforcement agency, or sometimes even with the law itself. This problem
was exemplified by findings from the recent investigation of corruption in the Los

Angeles Police Department’s Rampart Command Area.
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Police Gang Units and Community Policing

Our final goal was to assess the fit of community policing with the police
response to gangs, in the form of gang units. In general, we found that the gang units that
we studied rarely sought citizen input, and had rarely formed partnerships with
community groups, local businesses, or other local or state agencies. When they had
partnered with others, it had typically been with criminal justice personnel. These
partnerships were established and maintained for the express purpose of exchanging
gang-related intelligence. None of the gang unit officers in any of the study sites
appeared to value information that non-criminal justice agencies might provide, nor did
they recognize potential value in sharing their own information and knowledge with non-
criminal justice personnel.

The gang units that we studied engaged in few activities such as prevention or
problem-oriented policing that are normally associated with community policing,.
Officers in all of the units believed that it was not particularly their responsibility to
address underlying problems related to gang crime. They argued that their job was
essentially reactive in nature — that they were to respond to real problems, after they
occurred.

We observed little evidence of police gang units initiating or participating in
formal problem solving. There appeared to be two main reasons for this. First, with gang
units decoupled from their parent organizations, linkages were generally not in place with
community and other key stakeholders who could facilitate their participation in formal
problem-solving processes. Second, most gang unit officers were untrained to use the

SARA model or any other formal problem-solving models; some were only vaguely
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aware that these existed. Consequently, we found that the gang units simply did not
routinely consider formal problem-solving strategies as a means to address their local
gang problems.

The data also indicated that gang units and gang unit officers were not held
accountable for gang control efforts in particular geographic areas of their communities.
Only one of the four sites, Phoenix, permanently assigned squads and officers to specific
geographic areas. In Phoenix, the gang unit squads were assigned to precincts, and
individual officers were assigned to particular gangs within their precincts. The Phoenix
gang unit officers argued that this increased their familiarity with their assigned
neighborhoods and their knowledge about particular gangs, which in turn was helpful in

their investigations of gang-related crimes.

Toward Improving the Effectiveness of Police Gang Units

Specialized gang units have emerged as a popular strategy for addressing
community gang problems. This study suggests that such units have opportunities to
become more effective than they now are.

First, gang units need to be tightly coupled with core policing technologies. The
units need to be both physically and operationally connected to patrol and investigative
units to better facilitate the flow of intelligence. Second, gang units need more
managerial controls and accountability. With better direction in the form of policies and
procedures, supervision, and training, gang units will have greater direction and capacity
to focus their resources and skills on community gang problems. Third, gang units should
incorporate many of the organizational features and operational strategies found in

community policing. Enacting such features as community embeddedness, formal
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problem solving, and geographic accountability we believe would create not only more

effective gang units, but also more legitimate gang units in the eyes of the public.
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Chapter 1. Studying the Police Response to Gangs

That’s what they wanted — and that’s what they got.
— Former Los Angeles CRASH Unit officer

By the mid-to-late 1980s, Los Angeles, California had become widely recognized
as the epicenter of the nation’s growing gang problem. The city had about 280 gangs with
26,000 members who were becoming increasingly involved in violence and narcotics
trafficking (Spergel and Curry 1990). Between 1984 and 1992, the number of gang
homicides skyrocketed from 200 to 800 homicides per year (Maxson 1999). The
seriousness of the phenomenon was highlighted in media reporting, both locally and
nationally. Local news programs frequently led with gang-related stories in which
innocent bystanders had been shot and killed in drive-by shootings. The movie industry
was producing popular films such as Colors and American Me, portraying L.A. gang
members as bloodthirsty, minority males who were involved in high-level drug sales
(Hagedorn 1998).

As a consequence, a deep fear of gangs gripped the city. The Los Angeles Times
reported that residents in gang neighborhoods were barring their windows and chaining
their doors, sleeping in bathtubs or on the floor, to protect themselves from night-time
drive-by shootings. People avoided wearing clothing in colors associated with gangs to

prevent being misidentified by rival gangs (J. Katz 1990). There was talk from the
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Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) that the Crips in Los Angeles were well on their
way to bringing together all Crip sects across the nation into “one major organization
with a chief executive officer-style leadership structure” to enhance the gang’s ability to
traffic drugs (Brantley and DiRosa 1994, 3). In fact, the problem in the city became so
bad that some FBI officials publicly announced that gangs represented a serious threat to
the national sense of security.

In response, then-Police Chief Daryl Gates declared a war on gangs, claiming that
he would “obliterate” violent gangs and “take the little terrorists off the street” (Burrell
1990); he urged President Ronald Reagan to do the same (Los Angeles City News
Service 1988). As part of his war, Chief Gates allocated additional officers and staff to
the police department’s anti-gang unit, the Community Resources Against Street
Hoodlums (CRASH). Within 5 years, the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) had
about 200 sworn officers assigned to the CRASH unit (Spergel 1995).

Once in full swing, the unit reacted decisively and aggressively, sweeping through
gang neighborhoods. Take, for example, Operation Hammer, a series of gang sweeps
carried out in the worst neighborhoods in Los Angeles. The sweeps were characterized by
the unit moving through neighborhoods, arresting gang members for the slightest
infractions, including wearing colors, flashing signs, jaywalking, and curfew violations.
In fact, the unit was making so many arrests that year — close to 25,000 — that LAPD had
to create a mobile booking facility at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum to process all
of the arrestees (Burrell 1990).

By the late 1990s, LAPD’s response to gangs appeared to be working. For

example, in the Rampart Area, one of the regions hardest hit, gang crimes dropped from
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1,171 in 1991 to 464 in 1999 — a reduction that exceeded the city-wide decline for all
other violent crime over the same period (Chemerinsky 2000a). As a consequence, Chief
Gates and the police department rapidly developed a reputation for being tough on gangs,
and the CRASH unit became a national model. Police departments across the country
were contacting LAPD for advice on responding to their own gang problems. LAPD
began formally training officers from other police departments on LAPD’s operational
strategies and tactics for policing gangs, gang members, and gang crime.

With the CRASH unit’s success, however, came problems. CRASH unit officers
developed a subculture that embodied the war-on-gangs mentality advocated by their
chief. The subculture was characterized by a mindset in which officers saw all young
Hispanic and African American males as gang members, believing that any and all efforts
to remove them from the community could and should be used. Under the guise of
protecting the community, CRASH officers began resisting supervision, flagrantly
ignoring policies and procedures that they believed were inhibiting their ability to
respond to the gang problem (Chemerinsky 2000b, 1).

This subculture eventually gave rise to the Rampart Scandal, in which Rampart
CRASH unit officers in Los Angeles were found to be engaging in hard-core criminal
activity. Officers admitted to attacking known gang members and falsely accusing them
of crimes they had not committed. The officers argued that “if the suspect didn’t commit
this crime, he did another for which he didn’t get caught” (Chemerinsky 2000b, 27).

The ensuing investigation revealed that officers were routinely choking and
punching gang members for the sole purpose of intimidation. In one case, officers had

used a gang member as a human battering ram, forcefully thrusting his face repeatedly

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 4

against a wall. In several other instances, officers had planted drugs on gang members to
make arrests. Corrupt sergeants and lieutenants in the Division had promoted these
activities, giving awards for misdeeds. One officer had even received an award for what
emerged as the shooting of an unarmed, innocent person (CNN.com 2000a). As a
consequence, approximately 10 years after it had been fully staffed and promoted as the
ideal in anti-gang enforcement, LAPD’s gang unit was shut down because of corruption,
the use of excessive force, and civil rights violations.
Such happenings were not unique to Los Angeles. Police gang units across the
country were coming under close scrutiny for overly aggressive tactics and other police
misconduct.
= In Las Vegas, gang unit officers were found guilty of participating in a drive-
by shooting. Two officers, one driving and the other hanging outside a van,
had driven around a well-known gang neighborhood until they found a group
of gang members loitering on a street corner. The officer hanging outside the
van shot six times into the crowd, killing a 21-year-old male. The incident
sparked an FBI investigation into all unsolved drive-by shootings and gang
killings dating back 5 years, in the belief that some may have been the work of
rogue gang unit officers (Hynes 1997).

= In Chicago, gang unit officers were found by federal prosecutors to be
working hand-in-hand with four Chicago street gangs to transport cocaine
from Miami to Chicago. The officers were providing gang members with
security, pointing out undercover officers, and revealing the names of

confidential informants working with the police. Officers were also found to
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be supplying weapons and mediating disputes between gangs over the street
prices that should be charged for drugs (Lightly and Mills 2000).
= In Houston, gang task force officers were discovered to be using unauthorized
confidential informants, engaging in warrantless searches and entries, and
firing weapons on unarmed and unassaultive citizens. These practices
culminated in the death of Pedro Oregon Navarro, who was shot nine times in
the back by gang task force officers during a raid, later believed to be guided
by misinformation. Subsequent investigations found that such rogue activity
in Houston had become common practice (Bardwell 1998; Grazcyk 1998).
The above incidents could have occurred in any major U.S. city that had created a
specialized police gang unit in response to growing concerns about gangs and gang-
related problems. Although questions about how police should respond to gangs, and why
they respond in the ways that they do, have been hotly debated in the media and by
policymakers and academics (e.g., Burns and Deakin 1989; Huff and McBride 1990;
Jackson and McBride 1986; and Weisel and Painter 1997), a number of questions remain
unanswered. Why do police agencies organize their responses to gangs in certain ways?
Who are the people who elect to police gangs? How do they make sense of gang
members — individuals who spark fear in most citizens, and why are they interested in
this particular class of offender? What are their jobs really like? What characterizes their
working environments? How do their responses to the gang problem fit with other
policing strategies, such as community policing?
These questions are especially relevant for police executives who develop and

oversee responses to gangs, as well as for academics and policymakers across the
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country, and they are the focus of this report. Our goal is to provide a detailed description
of policing gangs as done by four Southwestern police agencies — Albuquerque, New
Mexico; Inglewood, California; Las Vegas, Nevada; and Phoenix, Arizona. Before we
turn our attention to these cities, however, we will provide an overview of the gang

problem and discuss what is currently known about police gang control efforts.

The Contemporary Gang Problem

The United States has seen a dramatic resurgence of gangs, gang members, and
gang crime over the past 20 years. In the 1970s, one was hard-pressed to find cities with
gang problems. In 1976, the National Advisory Committee on Criminal Justice Standards

and Goals went so far as to state:

Youth gangs are not now or (sic) should not become a major obstacle (sic)
of concern.... Youth gang violence is not a major crime problem in the
United States...what gang violence does exist can fairly readily be
diverted into ‘constructive channels’ especially through the provision of
services by community agencies (as cited by Spergel 1995, 9).

Today almost every city in the United States with a population of more than
100,000 reports a gang problem. Gangs are prevalent in many small and medium-sized
cities, as well. For example, 81 percent of cities with populations of 50,000 to 99,999 and
59 percent of cities with populations of 25,000 to 49,000 report having an active youth
gang problem (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 1999, Table 4).
Public concern about the nation’s gang problem has escalated substantially. Prior to 1985,
national polls examining community problems did not register gangs or gang problems as
a major concern; however, by 1994, gang violence ranked as the third most important
issue facing America — behind education and drugs and before crime in general (Bureau

of Justice Statistics 1995, Table 2.3).
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Some have argued that public fear has been a consequence of media portrayals of
gangs. Between 1983 and 1999, the number of gang stories reported in major newspapers
increased from fewer than 50 a year in 1983 to about 900 a year in 1999 (McCorkle and
Miethe 2002). Many of the stories reinforced common beliefs about gangs, emphasizing
violent behavior associated with gangs and gang members. Television news programs
and the front pages of newspapers often showed the outcome of the most recent episode
of gang violence, and how it had affected neighborhood residents or resulted in the injury
or death of an innocent bystander (Klein 1995a). Media coverage focused on the role of
gangs and gang members in the distribution of crack cocaine. News shows broadcast that
super gangs such as the Crips and Bloods were migrating to smaller, less urban
communities where there was less competition in drug sales and where they could
maximize profits in the drug market (McCorkle and Miethe 2002). Before long, the
public began to characterize gang members as violence-prone minority youths — youths
who were disinterested in conventional values and morals, and who were willing to kill to
protect their drug businesses.

Although many of these images and perceptions were the product of media
generalization and sensationalism, most researchers agree that gang behavior had in fact
changed over the past two decades, particularly with regard to violence. In the past, gangs
had rarely engaged in fights; when they did, the fights hardly ever resulted in serious
injury. The use of firearms was an extremely isolated event (Thrasher 1927; Whyte 1943;
Miller 1962; Klein 1971). Many academics reported that prior to the 1970s, the most
prevalent offenses committed by gang members involved loitering, theft, truancy, and

disturbing the peace (Spergel 1995; Hagedorn 1998).
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During the 1980s, however, it became clear to researchers that the level of gang
violence was changing for the worse. Gangs were increasingly fighting one another with
firearms, and serious injuries were no longer considered isolated events. In Chicago, for
example, the number of gang-motivated homicides increased five-fold between 1987 and
1994, from 51 to 240 (Compiler 1996). Similarly, from 1984 to 1995, the number of
gang-related homicides in Los Angeles County quadrupled, from 212 to 807. The rise in
violence was not restricted to large cities, but also affected several smaller communities.
In Omaha, Nebraska, for example, between 1986 and 1991, the number of gang-
motivated homicides rose from none to 12 (C. Katz 1997).

Over the same time period, researchers began to find consistent evidence that
gang members were responsible for a disproportionate amount of crime. Much of this
research relied on official data collected by the police. For example, Walter B. Miller
(1982) reported that although gang members represented only 6 percent of youths 10 to
19 years old in New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles, they represented 11 percent of
all arrests in those cities, 40 percent of arrests for serious crimes, and almost 25 percent
of arrests for juvenile homicides. Similarly, Paul Tracy (1978) found that gang members
in Philadelphia were arrested at significantly higher rates than non-gang members. He
reported that 63 percent of delinquent gang members were chronic recidivists (i.e., had
been arrested five or more times), compared with only 27 percent of delinquent non-
gang members.

Charles Katz, Vincent Webb, and David Schaefer (2000) examined how offense
patterns differed between documented gang members and non-documented delinquent

youth with similar characteristics. They found that documented gang members were
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significantly more likely to have engaged in serious delinquency and were significantly
more criminally active than the delinquent comparison group. In particular, they found
that documented gang members were about twice as likely to have been arrested for a
violent, weapon, drug, or status offense; they were arrested for these offenses about four
times as often as non-documented delinquent youth.

Similar patterns have emerged when comparing self-report data from non-gang
members and from gang members in the general population. Much of this research has
been conducted through longitudinal studies of delinquent behavior, such as the Seattle
Social Development Project and the Rochester Youth Development Study. Both studies
gathered self-report data from randomly selected youth in local schools (Battin-Pearson
et al. 1998). For example, in Seattle, researchers examined differences among gang
members, non-gang delinquent peers, and non-gang, non-delinquent peers. The data
showed that gang members were about twice as likely to self report both violent and
nonviolent offenses, and about ten times more likely to self report violent and nonviolent
offenses, when compared with their non-gang, non-delinquent peers.

The Rochester study yielded similar results with a slightly different methodology.
The researchers first divided their sample into two groups: gang members and non-gang
members. Next, the researchers divided those in the non-gang group into four subgroups,
based on the extent of their self-reported contact with delinquent peers. Analysis of the
data indicated that although increased association with delinquent peers was related to
offense rates, “being a member of a gang facilitates delinquency over and above that
effect” (Battin-Pearson et al. 1998, 5-6).

Similarly, policymakers, media officials, and academics have seen an increase in
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drug trafficking among gang members, an increase that they argue has fueled violence
among gangs. Two explanations have been suggested for increasing gang involvement in
drug sales (Fagan 1996). First, in the early 1980s, crack cocaine use escalated
dramatically, and a new drug market emerged. Because the new market had not yet
stabilized, violence was often used as a regulatory mechanism. Second, at about the same
time, the economic infrastructure of many inner cities collapsed. Manufacturing jobs
declined, and service and technology jobs, which began to drive the new economy, were
being created in suburban communities (Howell and Decker 1999). The economic
restructuring of the nation left unqualified and geographically isolated urban minority
youth without the means or opportunity for employment. The new crack cocaine market
provided opportunities for inner-city youth to make money. It also led to the transition of
many youth groups into gangs with the organizational capacity to control local drug
markets (Fagan 1996; Howell and Decker 1999).

The extent to which gangs are organized for the purpose of drug trafficking is not
clear. On one hand, a number of researchers have argued that gangs are organizationally
structured, engaging in operational strategies that enhance their potential for profiting
from drug sales. For example, Taylor (1990), Sanchez-Jankowski (1991), and Venkatesh
(1997) in their observational studies of gang members in Detroit, Boston, New York City,
Los Angeles, and Chicago found that gangs are highly rational and organizationally
sophisticated; similar to any other capitalist enterprise, they have an established
leadership hierarchy and formal rules and goals that guide their actions. These authors
have maintained that membership in gangs is motivated by a common interest in profiting

from criminal activity, and that the corporate-like structure of gangs provides an ideal and
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highly effective organization for the distribution of drugs.

Jerome Skolnick (1990) examined this issue at length in his study of gang
members in California. He found that gang members often were driven to outside drug
markets in an effort to enhance profitability in the drug trade, and that this resulted in
frequent violent conflicts between gangs over the control of territory. Because of the
violent nature of the drug trade, Skolnick argued, gang membership offers advantages to
those interested in selling drugs — protection, a controlled drug market, and a stable
source of products to sell in the retail market.

An alternative perspective is offered by Malcolm Klein (1995a) and others, who
have argued that although gang members are intimately involved in the drug market, they
do not have the organizational capacity to control and manage drug trafficking. For
example, Fagan (1989) and Decker and Van Winkle (1994), who interviewed gang
members in Los Angeles, San Diego, Chicago, and St. Louis, found that although many
gang members sold drugs, most did not join a gang expressly for this purpose. Instead,
they joined for social interaction and neighborhood identification. Additionally, the
researchers reported that gangs in these communities were not well-organized for the
distribution of drugs, that most members were unable to identify occupational roles in the
selling of drugs, and that many did not know who supplied drugs. Similar findings were
reported by Hagedorn (1988), who interviewed 47 gang members in Milwaukee. Of the
gang members interviewed, only a few were identified as actual drug dealers. The
majority, Hagedorn argued, sold drugs periodically, along with other income-producing
activities, simply as a means of survival. Furthermore, he claimed that gang members

lacked the needed resources, skills, and commitment to form a corporate-like
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organization for the purpose of profiting from the drug market. Hagedorn reported that
gang members felt that it was “too much of a hassle” to be strongly committed to an
organizational goal (1988, 105).

Either way, as gangs, gang members, and gang crime increasingly were perceived
as a public safety threat, policymakers and researchers began to call for gang control
strategies. Since the early 1990s, a massive mobilization of personnel and resources has
been directed at controlling the nation’s gang problem. County attorneys’ offices have
created vertical prosecutorial gang units to increase conviction rates and sentence lengths
in cases involving gang members (Johnson et al. 1995); state legislatures have enacted
criminal statutes to enhance penalties for gang members who are convicted of gang
offenses (McCorkle and Miethe 1998); and city councils have passed anti-gang loitering
laws prohibiting gang members from coming into contact with one another on the streets
(Maxson, Hennigan and Sloane 2003). Some communities have called out the National
Guard to patrol streets and to work with police to round up criminally active gang
members (Brokaw, Ewing and Greenburg 1989).

Of all of the responses devised by local communities to control gangs, the
establishment of specialized police gang units has become the most common suppression
strategy. Although substantial research has examined gangs, gang members, and gang
crime, unfortunately, little of it has addressed police gang control efforts. The paucity of
research in this area is surprising, given the central role that police in general, and
specialized police gang units in particular, must play in community gang reduction
efforts. In the section that follows, we discuss what is currently known about the police

response to gangs. In particular, we discuss the rationale of police gang units, the growth
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and development of police gang units, and the limitations of prior research that has

examined the police response to gangs.

Police Response to Gangs: Theoretical, Policy, and Organizational
Rationales

Historically, the police response to gangs and gang-related problems has been to
assign responsibility for control to existing units such as patrol, juvenile bureaus,
community relations, investigations, and crime prevention (Huff 1993; Needle and
Stapleton 1983). In the 1980s, however, many police departments began to establish
specialized units for gang control, including what is commonly referred to as the police
gang unit. A police gang unit is a secondary or tertiary functional division within a police
organization, with at least one sworn officer whose sole function is to engage in gang
control efforts (C. Katz, Maguire and Roncek 2002).

In 1999, the Law Enforcement and Management Administrative Statistics
(LEMAS) survey reported that among large agencies with 100 or more sworn officers,
special gang units existed in 56 percent of all municipal police departments, 50 percent of
all sheriff’s departments, 43 percent of all county police agencies, and 20 percent of all
state law enforcement agencies (Bureau of Justice Statistics 1999, Table C). These
findings led to an estimate of approximately 360 police gang units in the country. The
recency of this phenomenon is illustrated by the fact that more than 85 percent of the
specialized gang units were established within the past 10 years (C. Katz, Maguire and

Roncek 2002).
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Exhibit 1.01 Establishment of police gang units
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The creation of police gang units has been one part of the national response to the
gang problem. In 1988, Irving Spergel and David Curry (1993) surveyed 254
professionals in 45 cities to assess the response at that time. They found that suppression
techniques employed by police were the strategy most often cited by respondents. This
trend appeared strongest in the newer gang cities, however, where police suppression was
relied upon almost exclusively.

With the suppression approach, Klein (1995a) argues, enforcement officials see
their primary responsibility as responding to gang street crimes. In other words, officials
believe that they are expected to deal with the crimes most likely to come to the public’s
attention — crimes such as assaults, drive-by shootings, drug sales, and graffiti. Prevention
and treatment strategies, on the other hand, are low priorities. In fact, these police
officials view gang crime prevention and treatment as completely outside the scope of
their responsibility. The underlying assumption of the suppression strategy is based on

deterrence theory: that swift, severe, and certain punishment will lead to the reduction of
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gang-related activity among current gang members, as well as to a reduction in the
number of individuals who want to participate in gangs and gang behavior in the future.
Accordingly, Klein (19953, 160) argues that the “assumption of all this is that the targets
of suppression, the gang members and potential gang members, will respond ‘rationally’
to suppression efforts [and] will weigh the consequences of gang activity, redress the
balance between cost and benefit, and withdraw from gang activity.”

To understand the police response to the gang problem, one must first understand
the developments that have shaped and justified the shift toward suppression-oriented
strategies. First, policymakers no longer believe that the social intervention approaches of
the 1960s and 1970s are successful in dealing with gang problems. Social intervention
took many forms, all based on the assumption that gang membership was the byproduct
of a socially deprived community, and that the values and norms of gang youths could be
changed by re-orienting the youths’ attitudes, values, and expectations toward
mainstream society. Social intervention approaches usually relied on a detached case
worker who was assigned to work with gangs and gang members, in order to steer the
youths away from delinquency and encourage them toward more socially acceptable
activities such as athletic teams, club activities, and fundraisers (President’s Commission
on Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice 1967). Many have argued that this
approach did not reduce delinquent activity; instead, it may have led to increased group
cohesiveness that, in turn, may have led to increased delinquency. Additionally, some
critics claimed that the assignment of a case worker enhanced the local reputation of
particular gangs, helping to attract new members and leading to a growing gang problem

in areas employing the detached workers (Klein 1971; Spergel 1995).
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Second, as discussed above, many policymakers and others believe that the scope
and nature of the gang problem have changed dramatically. In 1983, only 45 percent of
cities with populations of 100,000 or more reported a gang problem (Needle and
Stapleton 1983), whereas, by 1992, this figure had risen to over 90 percent (Curry, Ball
and Fox 1994). These studies illustrate that gangs no longer are only a big city problem;
they have also become prevalent in many small and medium-sized cities (Office of
Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention 2003). A number of studies have found that
gang members are disproportionately responsible for delinquency, crime, drug use, and
drug dealing when compared with non-gang members (Howell and Decker 1999; C.
Katz, Webb and Shaefer 2000; Klein 1995a; Spergel 1995). As a result, many local
officials believe the gang problem will only get worse, and that the way to stop it is to
remove gang members from society through the criminal justice system.

The third reason for the shift to suppression-oriented strategies is the combined
effect of disenchantment with social intervention strategies and increasing public
acknowledgement that the gang problem has grown. Citizen surveys have confirmed that
residents are fearful of gangs (J. Katz 1990), and that the public believes that dealing with
gang-related problems should be a top police priority (Webb and C. Katz 1997). State and
federal legislators have responded by allocating additional funds for suppression-oriented
interventions (Klein 1995b; McCorkle and Miethe 1998). Municipal and state agencies
have received additional funding, usually through federal grants, for interagency task
forces, information tracking systems, and overtime pay for police to target hard-core gang
members. With implementation of community policing in many agencies, public pressure

to address gang problems have forced the departments to prioritize gang control efforts.
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Although specialized police gang units represent a new feature in the landscape of
American policing, they are embedded in the larger trend toward creating specialized
units that address specific law enforcement issues such as repeat offenses, domestic
violence, and hate crimes. Such specialized units are said to be created in order to focus
departmental resources, energy, and skills on specific community problems. Additionally,
the approach is offered as a symbolic act to show the community, potential offenders, and
police officers that the police department is taking a particular problem seriously (Meyer
1979; W. Scott 1995).

For similar reasons, it appears, many police officials and gang scholars have
called for consolidation of gang control functions within police departments (e.g., Burns
and Deakin 1989; Huff and McBride 1993; Jackson and McBride 1986; Rush 1996).
They have argued that assigning primary responsibility for addressing the gang problem
to a specialized unit will increase the technical efficiency and effectiveness of the police
department’s response. They point out that consolidation of gang control functions will
permit officers to develop highly technical skills through training and experience, that
otherwise would not be possible. They claim that consolidation also allows police
organizations to distribute gang-related work rationally, better enabling police
departments to develop and coordinate responses to community gang problems.

The creation of a specialized police gang unit also symbolizes police commitment
to combating the gang problem, and projects an image of police as leaders in the battle
against gangs (Klein 1995a; Spergel 1995). This image is further conveyed through
naming protocols. For example, San Bernardino County’s interagency task force is called

SMASH (San Bernardino County Movement Against Street Hoodlums); the Los Angeles
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Police Department gang unit is called CRASH (Community Resources Against Street
Hoodlums); and the Los Angeles County Sheriff Department’s gang unit is called GET
(Gang Enforcement Team) (Spergel 1995, 192-3). Such acronyms express a Hollywood
image of police at war with gangs, and imply that the gang problem can be solved by

intensifying our efforts to combat them (Pillsbury 1988).

Prior Research Examining the Police Response to Gangs

Much of the research to date that examines the police response to gangs relied
upon news media reporting. Media accounts of police responses to gangs have typically
involved journalistic depictions of police agencies and their most recent efforts to control
gang behavior. Much of the information is obtained from police executives or their
spokespersons, commenting on a particular agency’s tough stance. Even some of the
most recognized pieces of gang scholarship have had to rely on such media accounts as
their primary source of information, due to a lack of academic scholarship on this topic
(Klein, Maxson and Miller 1995; Spergel 1995).

The few studies that have examined the police response to gangs are typically
focused at the macro level. This research relies on mail surveys of police leaders, asking
whether their communities had a gang problem; if so, respondents were asked to identify
their department’s particular strategies for dealing with gangs. Such studies reported that
departments claiming to have a gang problem were significantly more likely to have
established a specialized gang unit (Curry et al. 1992; Needle and Stapleton 1983). Based
on this data, a number of researchers have made inferences and assumptions about why
police had responded to gangs in the ways that they had. In particular, many researchers

have claimed that the relatively rapid development and growth of police gang units
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seemed more or less natural, given the spread of gangs and gang members across
America’s communities (Burns and Deakin 1989; Huff and McBride 1993; Jackson and
McBride 1986). They point out that according to surveys of police, almost every major
city and most medium-sized cities have gang problems (Curry, Ball and Decker 1996).
As Huff explains (1993, 401), “Gangs pose a significant challenge to law enforcement
agencies as well as to citizens, schools, and the quality of life in our communities.”
Within this body of research, others have specifically argued that special police
gang units were created as a consequence of the growing amount of gang crime,
including drug trafficking, that accompanied the rise in the numbers of gangs and gang
members (Burns and Deakin 1989; Jackson and McBride 1986). For example, some
academics have pointed to the fact that nationally, gang crime incidents reported by the
police increased 8- to 12-fold just between 1991 and 1993 (Curry, Ball and Decker 1996).
Most of the above arguments have been based on supposition; however, Weisel
and Painter (1997) examined this issue directly in their study of the police response to
gangs in five cities. Although the authors relied primarily on data from police leaders,
they also conducted brief interviews with police gang control specialists in each city to
gain a deeper understanding of each community’s response to gangs. The interview data
revealed that most police agencies had responded to gang problems because of well-
publicized gang homicides and fights. They reported that the police departments in their
study typically had responded by establishing specialized units that emphasized
suppression. Many police officials, policymakers, and researchers maintain that the
emergence of specialized gang units is a rational police response (a gang unit) to an

environmental contingency (a community gang problem). They explain that specialized
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police gang units have been created as a result of rational considerations on the part of
police agencies, that their organizations are faced with real gang problems, and that
through specialization, they can more effectively and efficiently control gang-related
crime.

A few researchers examining the police response to gangs have proposed an
alternative perspective, arguing that establishment of specialized police gang units has
been a response to moral panic, not to environmental contingencies. For example,
Marjorie Zatz (1987) examined the police response to gangs in Phoenix, Arizona, using a
variety of data obtained from community members, media reports, and court records. She
reported that there was no serious gang problem in Phoenix at the time that the gang unit
was established, but that police officials constructed the gang problem in an effort to
campaign for federal resources. She argued that the police department, along with news
media, constructed an image of gang members as dangerous, crime-prone Chicano youth
— an image that fit with the Anglo notion of gang members. At the same time, police
officials were claiming that if they were not given resources to combat it, the gang
problem was sure to escalate. She found that official court data and interviews with social
service agents indicated that gang members did not pose a significant threat to the
community, and that the police department claims of a serious gang problem were
exaggerated.

McCorkle and Miethe (1998) examined legislative records, media reports, and
official crime data in Las Vegas, Nevada, to assess whether that city’s response to gangs
was the consequence of moral panic. Examining the objective threat posed by gangs, the

authors reported that gang members accounted for a relatively small proportion of arrests
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for violent crimes and an even smaller proportion of drug arrests in the city. When
describing factors that led to moral panic, the authors reported that at the time that the
specialized police gang unit was established, the police department had a tarnished public
image, and was in desperate need of additional resources. Accordingly, McCorkle and
Miethe suggested that police officials in the Las Vegas Police Department linked national
reports of a growing gang problem to local concerns about escalating crime in order to
divert public attention away from problems within the local department and to justify an
infusion of financial resources.

Archbold and Meyer (1999) extended the research above by including data
obtained from police officials. In particular, their study of a specialized police gang unit
in Cedar Springs included data obtained from observations of gang unit officers, in-depth
interviews with police officials, and official documents and newspapers. Their analysis
suggested that a series of homicides committed by local youths, coupled with the
emergence of a gang problem in nearby large cities, had resulted in a heightened public
fear of gangs. Archbold and Meyer further explained that in response to the community’s
fears, the police department began to document minority youth in the community as gang
members. As the number of documented gang members rose, so did media reports and
the community’s fears about gangs. The authors reported that the perceived problem
eventually spun out of control, resulting in community panic, even though there was no
actual evidence of any gang-related activity in the city. The authors reported that within
about 8 months, they believed the gang unit was no longer active due to the lack of gang-
related action in the city.

Most academics examining this issue have argued that the police response to
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gangs in communities across the country is the result of police officials becoming
actively involved in the social construction of gang problems at the local level. Zatz
(1987) and McCorkle and Miethe (1998) reasoned that in order for local agencies to have
access to some forms of federal or local money, they had to demonstrate a gang problem
within their communities. These researchers, along with Archbold and Meyer (1999),
found that construction of the problem was accomplished by the police creating a public
image of minority and other marginalized youth as gang members — an image that the
researchers argued is consistent with Anglo society’s perception of those who are
dangerous and violent, and who pose a social threat.

Charles Katz’s (2001) fieldwork in Junction City is one of the few exceptions. He
argued that much of the previous research examining the police response to gangs failed
to consider the perspective of the police and their constituencies, as well as the general
environment within which the police work. Specifically, to explain the police response to
gangs in the city, he used a multi-methodological approach that relied on observations of
the gang unit, interviews with gang unit officers and executives in the police department,
interviews with internal and external stakeholders of the gang unit, documents produced
by the police department, and review of newspaper articles. In the police department
studied, he found that the gang unit was created under pressure from influential
community stakeholders. Creation of the gang unit was the department’s attempt to
maintain its organizational legitimacy and to communicate to its institutional
environment that it was responding to the local gang problem. He further found that once
created, the gang unit was required to incorporate often competing ideas and beliefs into

its organizational structure and operational strategy, in order to project an image of
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operational effectiveness, even when it was otherwise unable to demonstrate success.
Katz concluded that an institutional perspective of policing, rather than the social
constructionist perspective, might be the more appropriate theoretical framework for
understanding the police response to gangs.

Much of the above research examining the police response to gangs has relied
upon qualitative case study methodologies focusing on a single city, limiting
generalization of the findings. Although this methodological approach has advantages, it
is geographically limited, restricts the number of variables that can be examined, and
cannot quantitatively assess the relative importance of different community and
organizational characteristics that might influence the response to gangs.

Katz, Maguire and Roncek (2002) attempted to examine the factors that
influenced creation of specialized police gang units in about 300 large cities in the United
States. In particular, they examined the impact of the number of gangs, gang members,
and gang crime on the creation process, along with other factors related to crime (violent,
property, drug, weapons, assault arrests), social threat (percent African American, percent
Hispanic), resource dependencies (external funding to support the police response to
gangs), organizational characteristics (agency size, vertical and functional
differentiation), and environment (population size and region). The authors found no
relationship between the size of a community gang or crime problem and the creation of a
gang unit. Instead, they found that specialized gang units were most likely to be created
in communities that had larger Hispanic populations. They reasoned that police
organizations might be creating gang units when the community feels threatened by a

minority group — particularly Hispanics. They also found that police departments that had
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received funding for gang control efforts were significantly more likely to have
established a specialized police gang unit than agencies that had not received funding.
They noted that there might be a number of explanations for this finding; however, they
posited that some gang units might have been created prior to receiving external funding
for the purpose of justifying the need for more resources, as found by Zatz (1987) and
McCorkle and Miethe (1998).

All of this demonstrates that although a discussion of the police response to gangs
has begun to emerge, several deficits in our understanding remain. First, the body of
literature has been methodologically limited. Policymakers and academics have used
anecdotal evidence to understand the police response to gangs, or alternatively, they have
conducted single-shot, qualitative case studies, limiting the generalizations that can be
drawn from their research.

Similarly, most research to date has failed to include information from the police
organization itself and from stakeholders in the organizational environment. We lack
research that systematically examines the police response to gangs from the perspective
of the police organization. When attempting to understand how and why a police
organization responds to a gang problem, it would seem important to consider how the
organization and those in the organization make sense of their reality. Similarly, it would
seem important to consider how sovereigns might affect the police response to gangs. As
noted above, research that does not consider the institutional environment will fail to
fully capture how an organization conceptualizes, comprehends, and makes sense of the
social system in which it operates (Weick 1995; Weick and Roberts 1993).

A second limitation to this body of literature is its narrow focus on factors that

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 25

affect the establishment of police gang units. Researchers as yet have failed to examine
what gang unit officers actually do, and how such factors as gang unit culture, training,
and the impact of organizational mandates affect the day-to-day activities of gang unit
officers. Research that examines the organizational structure and administrative oversight
of gang units, and their effect on gang unit officer behavior is also missing from the
literature. Incidents in Los Angeles, Chicago, Las Vegas, and Houston suggest that such
factors may well have important consequences for the administration of police gang
units.

Last, little research has examined the role of community-oriented policing in the
control of gang behavior. Community policing has altered how police and policymakers
think about how police work should be organized and performed. The dialog about the
response to the gang problem thus far has been focused on the core function of police
work - patrol - and has rarely attended to how broader organizational changes in policing

may have affected other specialized police functions, such as gang control efforts.

The Present Study

This report is concerned with advancing our understanding of how police gang
units respond to community gang problems. Although researchers have begun to
document programs and activities performed by police gang units, these studies to date
have relied on surveys of police leaders; as a result, little research has examined the
realities and experiences of those working day-to-day within a police gang unit. The
research reported here describes assumptions, issues, problems, and events that have
characterized, shaped, and defined the police response to the gang problem. In particular,

this research has five major objectives:
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1. To identify and examine the factors that have led to the creation of specialized
police gang units, and to examine how those factors have influenced the units’
responses to the gang problems in their communities;

2. To examine alternative ways in which police agencies have organized
resources to respond to their local gang problems;

3. To examine the relevant beliefs of gang unit officers, and how their beliefs
might have affected the police response to gangs;

4. To identify the activities that gang unit officers have been engaging in, and to
clarify conceptually the roles of specialized police gang units within their
departments;

5. To assess the goodness of fit of the police response to gangs with the

community-oriented policing paradigm.

Reasons for Establishing Gang Units

Achieving the first objective will help us understand the reasons for which police
gang units are established. Research to date has neglected this question, shedding little
light on why the police have been responding to the gang problem as they have over the
past 15 years (cf. Zatz 1987; McCorkle and Miethe 1998; C. Katz 2001; C. Katz,
Maguire and Roncek 2002). The research reported here systematically examined factors,
situations, and events that have given rise to police gang units. For each community that
we studied, this included 1) examining the nature and extent of the gang problem prior to
the establishment of a gang unit, 2) identifying significant events that preceded the
decision to establish a gang unit, and 3) identifying internal and external pressures placed
on the police department that might have influenced the decision-making process.

We also considered how the above factors might have influenced the gang units’
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responses to the community gang problems. Although limited research has examined
influential factors in the creation of gang units and how these factors affected established
units’ organizational structures and operational strategies, little additional research has
been conducted to confirm earlier findings. Our intent is to examine how the gang units’
responses might be affected by the same factors that led to the units’ creation in the first
place. Pinpointing factors that motivate the establishment of gang units will lead to a
better understanding of why gang units respond to community gang problems in the way

that they do.

Alternative Organizational Forms

The second objective of our research is to deepen our understanding of the
different ways in which police agencies organize resources for responding to the local
gang problem. A variety of organizational configurations are in use, yet little attention
has been paid to the implications of differing configurations for shaping specific
responses. In some agencies, the gang unit is a sub-unit of the investigations bureau; in
others, it is a sub-unit within a larger organized crime unit. A standalone gang unit is
another frequently occurring configuration.

The specific configuration and location of a unit within its parent organization
might affect the organizational perception of the nature of the problem, and may also
shape the specific programs and practices of the unit. For example, a unit located within
an investigation bureau may be more likely to support and engage in incident-driven
investigations than a unit located within an organized crime bureau. It may be more likely
to view gangs as groups of individuals engaging in occasional, nonsystematic criminal
behavior. Specific responses might include investigating gang-related offenses using

traditional investigative techniques or assisting other units with investigations of gang-
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related incidents. On the other hand, a gang unit located in an organized crime bureau
probably would perceive gangs as groups of individuals who organize to engage in
systematic criminal activity. Such a unit might pattern its responses after those used to
address non-gang-related organized crime. The research reported here provides detailed
information on alternative gang unit configurations, as well as insight into how different

configurations pattern gang unit responses.

Gang Unit Officers

The third objective of this study is to examine how the beliefs of gang unit
officers influenced their responses to the gang problem. Several previous studies have
examined police culture and its affect on the police response to special populations®, but
little research has specifically addressed the belief systems of gang unit officers.
Accordingly, we examined such issues as what officers in gang units considered to be the
realities of their work situation, what the unit officers believed they must do to perform
effectively, and the officers’ perceptions of gang members in their community. Similarly,
we examined such issues as the construction of officers’ attitudes and beliefs, including
how training had shaped those attitudes and beliefs.

We also focused on the impact of the larger organizational culture in which the
gang unit officers worked on the response to gangs. Anecdotal evidence has suggested
that a police department’s organizational culture might significantly influence the types of
activities engaged in by gang unit officers (Freed 1995; Klein 1995a). Accordingly, we
were interested in examining informal organizational expectations that may have
influenced the gang units’ responses to their community gang problems.

Gang unit officers often act as primary claim makers, educating the public about

the scope and nature of community gang problems; therefore, we wanted to examine the

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 29

officers’ perceptions of the problem, and we collected data specifically related to these
perceptions. We were interested in the officers' perspectives on the typical gang member,
the primary activities in which gang members engage, and changes in gang-related crime
over time. Related to this, we examined how officers cognitively constructed their images
of community gang problems. We compared the officers’ perceptions to official data
retrieved from the police department, in an effort to assess how closely those perceptions

matched departmental data.

Gang Unit Functions and Activities

The fourth objective was to understand exactly how specialized police gang units
responded to community gang problems. Despite the importance of documenting the
activities of gang unit officers for the purposes of planning and performance
measurement, little attention has been given to understanding what gang unit officers
actually do. Accordingly, this study examined such issues as how officers spend time, the
types of problems that gang unit officers face on the job, and the types of actions that
gang unit officers take while interacting with citizens and other criminal justice officials.

We also focused on how the gang unit's formal organizational properties
influenced gang unit officers’ responses to the gang problem. In particular, we were
interested in understanding how the officers were officially directed to conduct
themselves. We examined how formal documents such as departmental and unit Standard
Operating Procedures (SOP) and other official documents influenced the units’ responses
to gangs.

The study also examined how the social system or environment in which the gang
units operated influenced their responses to the gang problem. Researchers to date have

focused primarily on how gang members and their activities influence the police response
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(Rush 1996; Weisel and Painter 1997); few have identified other powerful factors within
the gang units’ environments that might also shape that response. Accordingly, this study
examined how the gang units’ operational activities were influenced by those in their
institutional environments, including, but not necessarily limited to, key community

stakeholders, citizens, criminal justice officials, and gang members.

Compatibility of Gang Units with Community-Oriented Policing

The fifth objective of this study is to examine the compatibility of the police
response to gangs with community-oriented policing. The growth of police gang units
paralleled the development of community-oriented policing, yet there has been an
absence of attention paid by scholars and policymakers to the role of the gang unit in
furthering community-oriented policing goals and objectives.

Several important questions remain unanswered. For example, do suppression-
oriented gang unit activities facilitate or hinder the police-community co-production of
public safety? Does a strong emphasis on community-oriented policing facilitate gang
unit performance by improving intelligence-gathering capacity through improved
community relations? How do gang unit officers perceive community-oriented policing
and their role within it? This study attempted to answer these and related questions about
the compatibility of the police response to gangs with community-oriented policing, by
examining the views of police managers, gang unit officers, and gang unit stakeholders.
In addition, we assessed the characteristics and features of the four gang units selected for
our study against the backdrop of the principal features of community-oriented policing
that have been previously identified by police scholars.

After reviewing the literature on the emergence and functioning of gang units as a

principal police response to community gang problems, we identified what we considered
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to be critical gaps in the research to date. We set an ambitious agenda for answering some
of the more compelling questions, and then moved forward to develop a productive

methodology.
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Chapter 2. Setting and Methods

Ultimately, my sense of the report is that the Board of Inquiry was created
by the management of the Los Angeles Police Department to study the
Rampart Scandal and it is the management account: it minimizes the
problem and spares management of criticism. What is desperately needed
is external investigations and accounts to learn the full magnitude of the
problems and to propose the needed comprehensive reforms to ensure that
this never happens again.

— Erwin Chemerinsky, Independent Auditor of the Los Angeles Police
Department Board of Inquiry Report on the Rampart Scandal 2000, 11.

This chapter describes the methodological strategies used in this study. In
particular, we describe the settings in which the study took place, explain the
characteristics of the police departments and the gang units that were examined, and

discuss the approaches that were used to collect data.

Study Setting

Data for the study were gathered from four communities located in the
Southwestern region of the United States: Albuquerque, New Mexico; Inglewood,
California; Las Vegas, Nevada; and Phoenix, Arizona. We selected these cities for our
study for two major reasons.? First, although police departments across the country claim
to have gang problems, researchers have found that police departments in the
Southwestern have been significantly more likely than others to respond to the problem

by establishing specialized police gang units (Curry et al. 1992, 65). Selecting these cities
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allowed us to focus our efforts where specialized gang units were most likely to be the
police response to gang problems.

Second, the gang units in these four cities presented a variety of organizational
configurations. The Phoenix Police Department gang unit was located in the Organized
Crime Bureau, the Inglewood Police Department gang unit was located in the Criminal
Investigation Bureau, the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department gang unit was
located in the Special Operations Division, and the Albuquerque Police Department gang
unit was located in the Special Enforcement Bureau. These sites allowed us to examine
how gang units fit organizationally into police departments, and how differing
organizational configurations might influence the police response to gangs.

Exhibit 2.01 shows the characteristics of each city, all four of which are located in
the largest metropolitan areas of their states. Phoenix is by far the largest, with a
population well over one million residents. Las Vegas and Albuquerque are each
moderately sized cities with about half a million residents. Inglewood is the smallest,
with about 100,000 residents, although it is the most urban and ethnically diverse of the
cities. Located in the heart of the Los Angeles metropolitan area, Inglewood is 12 miles
southwest of downtown Los Angeles and one mile from the Los Angeles Airport.
Inglewood’s population is about 47 percent black and 46 percent Hispanic. Inglewood is
also more economically stressed than the other cities. In comparison, it has higher levels
of unemployment, more female-headed families with children, lower levels of home
ownership, and lower incomes. This is in part due to the faltering local economy, which
supports few major employers. Among the largest employers are Hollywood Park Race

and Casino, two local hospitals, and two retail stores — The Price Club and Home Base.
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Exhibit 2.01 Study site characteristics

Albuquerque Inglewood Las Vegas Phoenix
Population * 448,607 112,580 478,434 1,321,945
Race or ethnicity (%)*
White 71.59 19.10 69.85 71.02
Black 3.08 47.13 10.36 5.09
American Indian 3.88 0.68 0.74 2.01
Asian 2.24 1.13 4.78 2.00
Hawaiian 0.10 0.36 0.44 0.13
Other 14.77 27.37 9.74 16.38
Mixed 4.30 4.20 4.05 3.72
Hispanic (all races - %) 39.90 46.00 23.60 34.10
Unemployed (%) * 3.10 7.40 4.10 2.90
Homeowners (%) * 60.40 36.30 59.10 60.70
Female-headed families with children (%)* 9.09 18.16 8.53 9.37
Per capita income (%) ~ $14,013 $11,899 $14,737 $14,096
Below poverty level (%) ~ 13.97 9.83 11.46 14.17
1999 crime rate (per 1,000 pop.)
Total 91.46 38.87 99.96 71.59
Violent 11.71 11.98 12.81 7.71
Property 79.75 26.89 87.14 63.87
Size of police department (sworn officers) 851 210 2,244 2,617
Size of gang unit (sworn officers) 9 4 41 36
Organizational location of the gang unit Special Criminal Organized Organized
Enforcement Investigations Crime Crime
Bureau Bureau Division Bureau

* U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000, Census of Population and Housing.
** U.S. Bureau of the Census 1990, Census of Population and Housing (2000 census data not available).

In contrast, the other three are fairly typical of Southwestern cities. All three are
comprised predominately of white residents, but have substantial Hispanic communities.
Each of the three cities has experienced a massive increase in population over the past ten
years. Between 1990 and 2000, Albuquerque grew by 18.9 percent, Las Vegas grew by
73.9 percent, and Phoenix grew by 17.5 percent. All three have enjoyed strong
economies, and are characterized by relatively low rates of unemployment, fewer female-
headed households with children, and relatively high levels of homeownership and
income. The strength of their economies can be attributed in large part to new and
booming industries. The economies of Albuquerque and Phoenix are grounded in such

sectors as computers, electronics, and communications, all of which have provided an
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increasing number of job opportunities for residents. Similarly, Las VVegas, whose
economy is based on hotels, gaming, and recreation, benefited from the strong national
economy over the past 20 years, which led to a massive increase in tourism and the
construction of several billion-dollar casinos, providing tens of thousands of jobs for
residents and migrants.

The magnitude and character of the crime-related problems faced by each city
vary considerably. Las Vegas has the highest total crime rate, and Inglewood has the
lowest. All four cities experienced about the same rates of violence with the exception of
Phoenix, which was about 35 to 40 percent lower than the others. There were, however,
substantial differences in property crime rates. Las Vegas had the highest rate with about
87 property crimes reported per 1,000 population, followed by Albuquerque (80 per
1,000), Phoenix (64 per 1,000), and Inglewood (27 per 1,000).

Police Departments Studied

The police agencies in the four cities varied in size, enabling us to study large,
medium-sized, and small departments. Two of the agencies could be characterized as
large municipal police departments. At the time of this study, the Phoenix Police
Department employed about 3,300 persons, of whom 2,532 were sworn police officers.
This made Phoenix the 10th largest police agency in the United States. Similarly, the Las
Vegas Metropolitan Police Department employed 3,150 persons, including 1,990 sworn
police officers. The agency was responsible for policing the city of Las Vegas and all
unincorporated areas within Clark County. The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police
Department was the 12th largest local police department in the country.

Both of these large departments had sizable gang units — about four times larger

than the average gang unit in the United States (Curry et al. 1992).% In Phoenix, the gang
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unit was staffed with about 38 gang unit officers. Officers were assigned to one of five
gang squads located within the police department’s Organized Crime Bureau. The unit
was staffed with one crime analyst and one police assistant. Similarly, in Las Vegas the
gang unit was staffed with 49 officers and 11 civilians. The gang unit was located in the
police department’s Special Operations Division.

One of the agencies included in the study was moderately sized. The Albuquerque
Police Department employed 1,222 persons, of whom 865 were sworn police officers.
The Albuguerque gang unit was comprised of nine police officers and one part-time
civilian volunteer. The unit was located in the department’s Special Enforcement Bureau.
One small agency was also included in the study. The Inglewood Police Department
employed approximately 210 sworn police officers. The Inglewood gang unit, located in

the police department’s Criminal Investigation Bureau, was staffed with three officers.

A Multi-Methodological Research Design

The research design for this project was constructed to gain a comprehensive view
of how and why police responded to the gang problem. In particular, the present study
brings together multiple sources of data (e.qg., field observations, in-depth interviews, and
documents) to focus on a single point and to help explain, clarify, and corroborate issues

of question (Lincon and Guba 1985; Merriam 1988).

Field Observations

Altogether at the four sites, we spent approximately 470 hours in the field
accompanying gang unit officers, between May 1999 and August 2000. We were
interested in such issues as the beliefs of gang unit officers, how gang unit officers spent

their time, and the types of persons with whom the gang unit officers had contact;
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therefore, we spent the majority of our time with gang unit officers, rather than with gang
unit managers or civilian personnel.

The observation period at each site was initially determined by the number of
officers in the gang unit, the shifts that the gang unit operated, and the patterns in which
officers were assigned to squads within the gang unit. The relatively small size of the
Albuquerque and Inglewood gang units and the large size of the Phoenix and Las Vegas
gang units led us to plan for 80 hours of observation at each of the two smaller sites and
160 hours of observation at each of the two larger sites. In principle, however, we were
guided by a type of non-probability judgmental sampling known as maximum variation
sampling. This technique is guided by the idea of “sampling as widely as possible within
the specified sociocultural [gang unit] context until exhaustion or redundancy is reached”
(Snow and Anderson 1993, 22). Thus, we planned to spend as much time as possible with
each unit and its officers, until we believed that what we were observing had become
redundant and that we had developed a full understanding of that unit’s operation. If we
did not achieve these two objectives within the time originally set aside, we expected to
extend our time in the field. However, this did not occur, and in the end, 80 hours of field
observation were spent each in Albuquerque and Inglewood, 150 hours of field
observation were spent in Phoenix, and 160 hours of field observation were spent in Las

Vegas.
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Exhibit 2.02 Data collection: Data types, sources, and dates

Albuquerque Inglewood Las Vegas Phoenix
Data Type No. Date No. Date No. Date No. Date Totals
Field observation (hours)
Gang units 80 Aug 1999 80 May 160 June-July 150 June-Aug 470
1999 1999 2000
Interviews
Police managers 3 Aug-Dec 4 May-June 6  July-Aug 7 Sept-Oct 20
1999 1999 1999 2000
Gang unit officers 3 (9) Aug-Dec 3 May-June 31 July-Aug 22  Sept-Oct 59 (65)
1999 1999 1999 2000
Stakeholders 21 Aug-Dec 14 May-June 19 July-Aug 15 May-Aug 69
1999 1999 1999 2000
Documents
Official documents 36  June-Aug 40 May- 51  July-Aug 48  June-Oct 175
1999 June 1999 2000
1999
Newspaper articles 42 April1999 30  April 112 April 101  June 285
1999 1999 2000

We also developed a ride-along sampling plan, seeking to cover all shifts in which
at least one gang unit officer was assigned and to observe all of the squads (or persons)
within the gang unit. Our goal was to obtain a representative sample, by time, of the
various subpopulations (e.g., squads that worked different areas of the city, squads that
worked different shifts) and behaviors (e.g., squads that were responsible for different
functions or activities) that existed within a gang unit. For example, if 10 percent of the
sworn officers assigned to the unit were scheduled to work graffiti detail during the day
shift, approximately 10 percent of field observation time was spent with that detail. In
contrast to many previous police observational studies, ours was designed not to over-
sample busy days, active locations, or hectic time periods; rather, we were interested in
obtaining a sample of ride-alongs that closely approximated the distribution of officers by
shift and squad, to provide an unbiased view of the gang unit and its activities.

In Inglewood and Albuquerque, the gang units were too small for the assignment

of officers to squads, and all officers worked the same shift. At these sites, the field
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observer’s time was divided equally among the officers in the unit. For example, in
Inglewood, three officers were assigned to the gang unit, one of whom declined to
participate in the ride-along portion of the study. As a result, forty consecutive field
observation hours were spent with one officer, followed by forty consecutive hours with
the second officer. A similar strategy was used in Albuquerque where the gang unit was
staffed with three officers during the period when field observation data were being
collected.*

In Las Vegas and Phoenix, after the sampling plan was developed and approved
by gang unit supervisors, the field observer selected a squad for observation, based on
convenience. The squad sergeant was notified, and he assigned the field observer to a
particular set of officers who worked together, after which time the field observer asked
permission to ride along with another set of officers in the same squad, until the allotted
time for observation in that particular squad was completed. Often in the larger squads,
only one day of data was collected with a particular set of officers. Thus, the sampling of
officers in a particular squad was based on the convenience of the field observer and the
officer, not on random selection.

The vast majority of our field research was conducted in the summer. This
undoubtedly had an impact on the data. As has been shown in past research, in general,
youth are more likely to hang out on the streets, engage in unsupervised activity, and
engage in criminal activity during the summer months. Researchers have found that
during the summer, gangs and gang members are more active, and gang crime is much
more pronounced. As a consequence, the interaction between our population (the gang

unit) and the season probably resulted in data that are biased toward the activities most
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likely to take place during the busy season for gang unit officers.

Using an ethnographic research method, we accompanied officers during their
regular shifts, which averaged 8 to 10 hours in length. A notebook and pencil were used
to record field notes, consisting of descriptive and reflective data. During data collection,
a time diary was also kept to record all activities that took place during a ride-along. The
time diary was constructed at the level of the episode, so that at minimum, the primary
activity (what was happening), temporal location (the time the episode began and ended),
secondary activity (other activities happening at the same time as the primary activity),
location of the activity (where the activity was taking place), and contacts (who was
present during the activity) were recorded (Harvey 1999, 19). In the case of a ride-along
with partners, the driver was designated as the primary subject of the observation.

At the same time, other descriptive data were recorded. This included
observations and discussions that took place on the job, the roles played by gang unit
officers in the field, informal relationships that developed between the gang unit officers
and those in their internal and external environments, and decisions made by gang unit
officers. Close attention was also given to conversations between the gang unit officers
and those with whom they had contact. This listening typically took two forms. The first
was listening and interviewing, by comment. If a conversation was taking place, and the
field researcher was in a position to question those in the conversation about a particular
comment or phenomenon, the researcher would do so. The second method of listening
was eavesdropping. This often took place in the office or field when officers were
discussing such issues as a case they were working, department politics, or their opinions

about a particular person or departmental policy.
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Much of the field data came as a consequence of gang unit officers acting as
teachers. They were at times unclear about the field researcher’s prior knowledge and
experience with policing and gangs, and often went to great lengths to teach the
researcher the ropes. They offered descriptions of the gang unit and its role within the
community, and shared their knowledge about local gangs and gang activity.

The longer that the field researcher spent with each of the gang units, the more
the researcher participated in what was viewed as gang unit work. This included
detaining suspects, searching vehicles and houses, documenting gang members in gang
intelligence systems, collecting witness information, and filling the role of lookout. All of
this information and experience played a major role in interpreting and understanding the
police response to gangs in each site.

Reflective data were recorded throughout the researcher’s time in the field..
These notes included “personal thoughts, speculations, feelings, problems, ideas,
hunches, impressions, and prejudices” (Bogdan and Biklen 1992, 121). In a sense, these
notes served as potential hypotheses to be tested. Reflective as well as descriptive data
were continually analyzed as the study progressed. This constant comparative method
allowed for adjustment and modification of our observational focus over the course of the
study for the purpose of checking and testing emerging ideas (Lofland and Lofland
1995).

Interviews with Gang Unit Officers

In-depth interviews with gang unit officers gave us insight into the officers’ daily
lives and furthered our understanding of the gang problem from their perspectives.® In
particular, interviews were used to elicit the officers’ subjective views of the realities of

their work situations, what they must do to effectively perform their jobs, and what they
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actually did on the job. The interview schedule was structured to ensure that the
interviewer asked the same questions, in the same way, of each gang unit officer, while
keeping the questions open-ended to allow for discovery. We also encouraged the
officers to introduce outside information not explicitly called for by the interview
schedule.

In each police department, interviews were conducted with gang unit officers
during normal working hours. The interviews focused on five major areas: officer
characteristics and background, goals and objectives of the gang unit, primary activities
performed by gang unit officers, officer perceptions of the gang problem, and
community-oriented and problem-oriented policing practiced within the police
department and gang unit. We also conducted interviews with individuals in the chain of
command: the chief of police or designate, bureau commanders, lieutenants in charge of
the gang unit, and sergeants who supervised gang unit officers. These interviews focused
on organizational constructs, such as the background of the gang unit, decisions regarding
personnel selection, measures of success, and budgetary issues.

Interviews took approximately two hours to complete. Each session was recorded,
then transcribed and entered into a computer software program. If an officer did not want
the interview session documented with a tape recorder, we were prepared to use paper
and pencil; this occurred only once. The interviews complemented our field observations,
allowing us to gather data on matters that had not necessarily been discussed in the field.

Ninety gang unit officers in total were officially assigned to the four gang units
that we studied. Of these, 76 were available for interview. Ten of the officers who were

not available were from the Phoenix Police Department; three were on administrative
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leave due to an injury, one was gone for a family emergency, and one had been
temporarily assigned to another agency. The remaining five officers who were
unavailable for interviews in Phoenix were all assigned to a Federal Bureau of
Investigation gang task force. Although the Phoenix Police Department gave permission
to interview these officers, the Federal Bureau of Investigation declined our request. In
addition to the Phoenix officers, three officers in Las Vegas and one in Inglewood were
unavailable for interviews. The officer from Inglewood was on disability leave, and the
three officers in Las Vegas had either been transferred to another unit or were on
temporary assignment to another local police department.

Of the 76 gang unit officers who were available to be interviewed, 65
participated, for an 85 percent participation rate. Three Las Vegas officers refused to be
interviewed, and eight officers could not be reached to schedule interviews (four in
Phoenix and four in Las Vegas). Of the 65 officers that were interviewed, nine were from
Albuquergue, three from Inglewood, 22 from Phoenix, and 31 from Las Vegas.

As mentioned above, we also interviewed supervisors in the gang unit and police
managers in the unit’s chain of command. In all, we interviewed 20 police managers and
supervisors. We interviewed four police managers in Albuguerque—the sergeant and
lieutenant in charge of the gang unit, the division commander, and the chief of police. In
Inglewood we interviewed four officers in the chain of command, specifically, the
sergeant who supervised the gang unit (although he was physically assigned to the
robbery unit), a lieutenant in charge of the Criminal Investigations Division, a captain in
charge of the Detective Bureau, and the chief of police. In Las VVegas we interviewed six

police managers: the bureau commander, two section supervisors, and three sergeants
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who supervised gang unit officers. Two supervisors in the Las Vegas gang unit could not
be reached for interviews. In Phoenix, we interviewed all six gang unit sergeants and the

lieutenant in charge of the gang unit.

Document Reviews

Official documents. More than 175 official documents produced by the police
departments and the gang units were used for the present study. These included the gang
unit’s Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), annual reports, intelligence, training and
task force bulletins and updates, interoffice communications, statistics kept by the gang
units, grants obtained by the gang units, booklets produced by the gang units, and arrest
statistics obtained from the police departments.

No central repository existed for these documents in either the gang units or the
police departments, so we relied on four general strategies to collect them. First, we
generated a master list of official documents that we wanted to review. Although we
realized that at some sites, many documents on the list might not be available or might
not even exist, we believed that the master list would provide a general framework for
obtaining official documents, ensuring consistency across sites. The master list was
presented to one individual in each gang unit, typically a crime analyst or supervisor,
whom we asked to provide the requested information.

Second, we made it generally known that we were seeking documents related to
the history and development of the gang unit. We asked individuals such as
administrative assistants, crime analysts, and officers who had worked in the gang unit
for a long period of time for these documents. Third, several documents were obtained
when we questioned officers about particular areas of interest. Occasionally, when asked

a question that he could not answer, an officer would help us attempt to find a document
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that might contain the information requested. Last, documents were collected as they
presented themselves in the field. For example, new policies and directives, crime
statistics, and any other documents observed in the field that pertained to the gang unit
were collected.

The documents served as both primary and secondary research materials. They
served as primary research materials in that they documented how officers in the gang
units had been directed to conduct themselves. In other words, the official documents
produced by the gang units or the police departments were expressive of the gang units’
organizational arrangements, and they might also provide historical context. For example,
examination of a gang unit's Standard Operating Procedures from one year to the next
could serve as a source of data communicating a gang unit's official mandate, but also
would document how that mandate had changed over time.

Official documents such as sign-in sheets and bulletins distributed by the gang
unit and police department served as secondary research materials. Documents such as
gang informational bulletins helped define not only the community with which the gang
unit was trying to communicate, but also those to whom the unit looked for assistance.
These documents shed light on the common practices and beliefs of the gang unit, and
illustrated how the unit had changed over time. Statistics kept by the gang unit revealed
the current scope of the local gang problem and might assist in constructing the realities
of the community's gang problem or at least realities as documented by the police
department. Accordingly, these documents provided a rich source of support for the
findings derived from our observations and interviews (Jorgensen 1989; Marshall and

Rossman 1995).
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At the completion of the project, participants assured us that all available
documents had been presented to us. Since the police departments and gang units did not
have central repositories or a method of cataloguing documents (and because of the hard-
to-define population), however, it was not possible to assess the representativeness of the
sample of documents collected. An examination of the data indicated that some types of
documents might have been more representative of their population than others. For
example, although some types of documents (e.g., statistical gang crime reports) were
produced at regular intervals and appeared representative, other types of documents (e.g.,
interoffice memoranda) were produced at irregular intervals; because of the time that
passed between the creation of the gang unit and the collection of the data, it was not
possible to assess their representativeness.

Newspaper articles. The present study used 285 articles obtained from local
newspapers. These dated back to 1995 in Albuquerque, 1981 in Inglewood, 1984 in Las
Vegas, and 1978 in Phoenix. The articles provided an historical account of the
development of the gang units in terms of their organizational mandates and roles, and
gave researchers insight into the various external forces that may have affected the gang
units’ responses to community gang problems. A newspaper serves as a forum for the
community to speak about its concerns; as such, newspaper articles often are a rich
source of data on how the community feels about and expects from the gang unit that
serves it. We counted on the newspaper articles for the public perspective on the
community’s gang problem, and a variety of opinions about how the problem should be
approached and how each gang unit should respond to its local gang problem.

Two methods were used to locate articles related to the gang units. First, we
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conducted a computer search using the Lexus newspaper indexing system with the key
terms “gang,” “unit,” and “police.” Although these search terms brought up several
hundred articles for each site, many of which provided only vague references to the gang
unit, only those articles that provided insight into the police response to gangs were
extracted. The second method was simply to read the local newspaper during our time in
the field, clipping articles that offered insight into the police response to gangs in the

community.

Interviews with Non-Gang Unit Personnel and Stakeholders

We interviewed non-gang unit personnel and stakeholders, since many were
direct beneficiaries of the gang unit’s work; at the same time, they potentially served as
important members of the gang unit environment who could help legitimize the gang
unit’s existence. We were interested in understanding their perceptions of the local gang
problems, their gang units, and the ways in which their own activities might be
influenced by their gang unit. We believed that these individuals could offer yet another
view of the gang problem, and different opinions about how the gang unit should respond
to the city's gang problem. Finally, we were interested in obtaining stakeholder
assessments of the effectiveness of their respective gang units.

The stakeholder interview schedule contained about 20 questions focusing on five
major issues: 1) their perceptions of the local gang problem, 2) the nature of the
relationship between the respondent's unit or agency and the gang unit, 3) the influence of
the gang unit on the respondent’s unit or agency, 4) advantages of the working
relationship with the gang unit experienced by the respondent’s agency or unit, and 5)
problems that the agency or unit may have had with the gang unit. The interview

schedule was designed to obtain subjective reactions, positive and negative, from those
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who had contact with the gang unit. Each interview lasted approximately one hour.

Two methods were used to determine which internal stakeholders (i.e., colleagues
within the gang unit’s parent police department who interact with gang unit officers)
would be interviewed. First, over the course of our field time with the gang unit, we kept
a log of individuals with whom the gang unit had professional contact. Second, during
interviews we asked gang unit officers for the names of individuals whom they thought
we should contact in order to learn more about the unit.

Interviews were also conducted with external stakeholders, individuals outside the
police department who worked in some capacity or were interdependent with gang unit
officers. These included both criminal justice and non-criminal justice agency personnel.
With respect to criminal justice officials, individuals such as county attorneys, probation
and parole officers, and jail and corrections personnel were interviewed. Non-criminal
justice personnel such as non-profit administrators and leaders of various special interest
groups were also interviewed. This sample was comprised of individuals who had either
been identified by gang unit officers as persons who had frequent contact with the gang
unit, or who were seen or heard of as having had contact with or influence on the gang
unit during the observational portion of the study. The sample included individuals and
organizations that were viewed favorably and unfavorably by gang unit officers.

We interviewed a total of 68 individuals stakeholders, 21 in Albuquerque, 14 in
Inglewood, 18 in Las Vegas, and 15 in Phoenix. Every stakeholder asked to participate in

the study volunteered and was interviewed.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was based on field notes, the time diary, primary informant

interviews (gang unit officers), secondary informant interviews (stakeholders), and

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 49

official and unofficial documents (e.g., gang unit SOPs, newspaper articles). These data
were subjected to both qualitative and quantitative data analysis. For the quantitative
analysis, time diary data were entered into SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences). We used this data to examine such issues as how gang unit officers allocated
time, the number and length of contacts made by gang unit officers, and how gang unit
officers were mobilized.

For the qualitative analysis, we relied on strategies outlined by Schatzman and
Straus (1973). From the inception of the study, data were continually reviewed and
organized, both chronologically and categorically. This “analytic cycle” allowed us to
continuously test emerging ideas, as well as to identify patterns, relationships, and
processes. Additionally, the constant comparative method was used to analyze the data
after the completion of data collection. This process involved “unitizing” and
“categorizing” information units (Glaser and Strauss 1967). We identified and coded
these categories and units of meaning after carefully reading the field notes, interviews,
and documents collected during the study. To assist in the process, all data (except
documents obtained from the police department) were entered into a computer using the
NUD*IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and Theory-building)
program. The NUD*IST software allowed us to code data so that “chunks of data” could

be selected and organized into meaningful categories and patterns.

Verification

A number of prior studies have found that the police subculture is beset with
secrecy and fear of outsiders (Westley 1970; Skolnick 1994). As a result, Mastrofski and
Parks (1990) argue that data obtained through direct observation of police may be

contaminated. First, they argue that observed officers may alter their behavior out of fear
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of being misinterpreted by the observer. In particular, police may feel that the observer
might not understand the true nature of police work and will not consider the many
hidden complexities that police must take into consideration when making a decision.
Second, the authors argue that because observers are viewed as outsiders by the police,
information presented by the police to the observer — usually in the form of
conversations, interviews, or debriefings — may not be reliable or valid. The authors claim
that the officers’ desire to conform or appear competent, as well as the officers’ mistrust
of how the observer will understand and use a truthful response, may have a significant
impact on the information that is presented to the observer.

Qualitative researchers have not reached consensus on the matter of how to
address these issues, but several techniques are generally accepted for ensuring the
accuracy of observer interpretations. Following the advice of Merriam (1988), we used
three strategies to ensure reliability and validity in the present study. First, we brought
together multiple sources of data (observations, interviews, and documents) and focused
them on a single point. This process was used to help explain, clarify, and corroborate
issues of question. Second, we repeatedly observed gang unit personnel over an extended
period of time. Specifically, gang unit officers were observed for a minimum of 80 hours
at each site. Third, gang unit officers were included in many phases of the research

project, and were frequently used to verify and interpret research findings.

Report Narrative
Similar to the findings in prior ethnographic research, for the most part, ours are
presented in words rather than numbers. We rely on thick and rich descriptions to present

our research findings, including the use of short and long text-embedded quotations that
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display the data for the reader (Creswell 1994). Our purpose is to communicate a deeper
understanding of how the police responded to gangs, and why they responded to gangs in
the ways that they did.

In the past, some academics have criticized ethnographers, as well as those who
practice more traditional research methods, for reliance on single data sources and
methods. Critics have called for researchers in general, and ethnographers in particular, to
use multiple data sources and methods in an effort to include the perspectives of a variety
of actors who exist within a particular social setting (Snow and Anderson 1993, 34). This
multi-perspectival strategy is an attempt to gain a more holistic, multidimensional
perspective of a social phenomenon.

Therefore, we have tried to include in our study a number of actors who have
stakes in responding to the local gang problems. But we have also included the
perspectives of gang unit officers themselves through field observations and semi-
structured interviews; it is their world, after all, that we are trying to understand. This is
not to say that all participants’ voices are heard equally. Some informants are more
articulate, more outspoken, and more participative than others. As Snow and Anderson
suggest, we did try to present a cross-section of voices representative of all of those with
whom we came into contact.

The interviews with the gang unit officers, police managers, and internal and
external stakeholders were conducted with a tape recorder.® The audiotapes were later
transcribed by a professional transcriptionist; quotations from interviews are the actual
words used by our subjects. In the field, it was not possible to record conversations with a

tape recorder or other electronic device; we used paper and pencil to record these
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conversations. The researchers made their best effort to manually record the words of
those observed completely and accurately. In some situations, it was either not possible
or not appropriate to document conversations in real time. In this case, the field
researcher documented the conversation and his comment following the shift.
Consequently, some quotations from the field are the researcher’s reconstruction of
conversations and comments.

We would not deny that our descriptions and interpretations of the data are
subject to contamination. We are merely researchers of the police response to gangs, not
the responders. Our education, experiences, and understanding of police culture and
organization, among many other factors, influenced how we interpreted and gave
meaning to what we saw, read, and heard. We believe that what we have presented here
is accurate and true in all essential ways. Snow and Anderson (1993) point out that
ethnography is not subject to the whims of the researcher, but is constrained by the data
collected and methodological strategies employed in the study. In other words, we have
not fabricated how the officers spent their time, their career histories, the number and
types of contacts they had in the field, or their actions or conversations. Instead, we have
let the data speak for itself. We have never altered the statements of the subjects, even
when they were not as articulate as we would have liked or when they were particularly
profane.

With this said, we did use editorial discretion when to maintain confidentiality.
When necessary to use names, they are pseudonyms. Also, very few women participated
in the study, so to maintain their confidentiality, the generic pronoun he is consistently

used throughout the text. In those cases where a particular characteristic of a subject
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would identify a subject, we either omitted the characteristic or altered it in a way that

maintained the confidentiality of the subject.
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Chapter 3. Historical Analysis of Gangs and Gang Control in
Four Cities

So what started out as just kind of informal protection or some kind of security,
maybe it had something to do with self-esteem, as well, because the whole thing
with the zoot suit apparel was something that they picked out of Gone With the
Wind. They really liked stuff, with the hat, and | mean, it was just a whole thing
they made up themselves, where they could kind of dress up and feel good about
themselves.

— Inglewood police officer.

The four cities we studied — Albuquerque, Inglewood, Las Vegas, and Phoenix —
are located in the Southwestern United States, where gangs have been predominately
comprised of Mexican Americans and Mexican Nationals. This differentiates our
research from that conducted in communities where the character of the gang problem
has been substantially African American (New York, Chicago, Los Angeles) or Asian
(San Francisco, Seattle). In this chapter, we describe the context of gangs and their
activity, identify characteristics of area gangs and gang members, and explain the
historical police response to the gang problem, in each of the four cities.

We examined gang behavior within an historical context in order to determine
how communities and police have perceived it over time. In describing how police have
responded to gangs historically, we focused on the organizational and environmental
factors that influenced their responses, and the conditions that ultimately gave rise to each

department’s gang unit.

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 55

Inglewood, California

Of our four sites, Inglewood was the first to have developed a gang problem.
Most Inglewood police managers, gang unit officers, and stakeholders with whom we
talked recalled gangs having begun to emerge as a public concern in the mid-1960s to the
early 1970s. However, a few older Hispanic police officers argued that the gang problem
started much earlier. These officers shared stories told by their parents and grandparents,
suggesting that gangs in Inglewood could be traced back to the Zoot Suit Riots in June
1943, or perhaps even earlier.

Historical accounts of gangs in Southern California supported their claims.
Bogardus (1926) studied gangs in Los Angeles in the early 20th century, and Rubel
(1965) reported that gangs had been part of barrio life in the Southwest since the 1890s.
Research indicates that most Mexican American gangs of this time were comprised of
young people from families working as agricultural laborers. Historians claim that the
public had considered gangs at their worst as “aggressive youth” who had become
involved in fights; at their best, gangs had been considered respectable, participating in
neighborhood athletic clubs and aligning themselves closely with local churches (Moore
1985, 5). Of special interest to us, this body of research noted that the police had not
concerned themselves with gangs or gang-related activity during this early period (1985).

In the 1920s, the number of Mexicans immigrating to the Southwest substantially
increased. Vigil (1988) notes that during this period, between 1.5 and 2 million Mexican
immigrants relocated to the United States, almost all of them to the Southwest, doubling
the population of Mexican Americans. Over the following 20 years, according to Vigil, a

cultural shift took place within the Mexican American community, driven by severe
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economic stress, conflicting cultural values, and class immobility. Second-generation
Mexican American youth who were seeking identities, support, and excitement joined the
gangs affiliated with their barrios. Others joined gangs because they felt pressured to do
so. One officer we interviewed illustrated this point, explaining what it was like for his

father in Inglewood during this period:

| found out from my father...in the *30s, my dad was living in a particular
part of town...where the gangs, the vachutos, the vatos, the old zoot
suiters, [were] very active, and they were controlling that particular
neighborhood. ...my dad was not a member of this gang, and | forget what
they were, but he lived in the middle [of] the block, and his choice then, as
young people’s choices are now, in the inner city or whatever you want to
call it, is if you don’t make peace with the surrounding gang, you are
going to get your ass kicked every day, or worse. And even if you do, once
you leave, then the other team is going to assume you are a part of this
gang anyway and kick your ass, or worse. So you don’t have any choice
but to kind of hang with these guys, and use the safety that they provide
for you. So that’s what happened with my dad and dealing with this gang.

By the early 1940s, gangs in the Los Angeles area had become embedded in
barrio life, where a strong gang subculture had developed. Rules and norms guided
members’ beliefs and actions, and they began to differentiate themselves by their style of
dress. Gang members frequently wore “zoot suits,” characterized by baggy pants and a
broad- shouldered jacket, typically accompanied by a wide-brimmed hat. Zoot suits not
only differentiated gang youth from others in the Mexican community, but they
symbolized ethnic and barrio pride for Mexican youth. Although zoot suiters were known
to drink and use drugs such as marijuana and heroin, neither the public nor the police
viewed them as dangerous or a threat to the community (Vigil 1990).

By 1943, however, the Anglo community, the police, and the media began to
view zoot suiters as deviant. Rumors started that zoot suiters were bloodthirsty savages, a
trait inherited from their Aztec ancestors (Moore 1985). Others accused zoot suiters of
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being responsible for local homicides and of attacking vulnerable white women. Military
personnel started to harass them for wasting cloth needed for the war effort (Covey et al.
1997). Resentments boiled over in June 1943, during a 5-day period known as the Zoot
Suit Riots. During the riots, service members, citizen mobs, and police officers chased
and beat anyone wearing a zoot suit (Vigil 1992). Most gang researchers today regard the
Zoot Suit Riots as the turning point for Hispanic gangs. They argue that the riots led to
further social isolation of the Mexican community, reinforced notions that Mexican youth
gangs were a serious problem, and crystallized Mexican youth groups into gangs for the
purposes of protection and support (Moore 1978).

The Inglewood officer whose father told him about the zoot suiters also related a
story told by his mother about how the riots touched his father’s life, and explained the

impact on gang culture in Inglewood and the surrounding areas:

There was a... | believe it was a sailor that was killed, and it was done by
this Mexican gang, or group, this 46th Street Gang. My dad was arrested
by LAPD, but fortunately he was not there at the Sleepy Lagoon...because
he was out with my mom, they went to a movie. She told me that, “Hey, |
knew there was going to be trouble, 1 said, “You are going with me to the
movie,” and saved him.”

Nevertheless, he was arrested by LAPD and held for 3 days and beat up as
a result. It was “round up the usual suspects” kind of thing, and they just
hauled everybody in and beat them up and tried to get interviews out of
them, and, you know, eventually they let him go because he had a good
story.

So getting back to your original question, where [gangs] began [in
Inglewood], I think what happened back then...there had been a lot of
violence between the Mexican gang members and the military. There was
a real strong military, with World War Il and that kind of thing, so and
these zoot suiters just looked completely out of place, they were very
foreign, and it was easy to pick on them. And some of them were
downright criminals, there is no doubt about it, but it just kind of took off.

So the Latino community at that time was kind of closed off from
everything else. We were not able to participate in all the fruits of the
system. We were foreigners, we looked different, they were looked down

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 58

upon. My parents were not allowed [to speak Spanish], they were
punished if they spoke Spanish in the schools. My dad told me years ago
about his mouth being washed out with soap because he used a Spanish
word. So this zoot suit kind of thing, this gang, you know, forming these
little strongholds, these little cliques, was a bonding kind of thing to
protect them from the outside, because we had nothing at the time. So
what started out as just kind of informal protection or some kind of
security, maybe it had something to do with self-esteem as well, because
the whole thing with the zoot suit apparel was something that they picked
out of Gone With the Wind. They really liked stuff, with the hat and |
mean, it was just a whole thing they made up themselves, where they
could kind of dress up and feel good about themselves.

Response to Gangs: Late 1960s Through 1980

Few of the individuals we interviewed held such an historical perspective as the
officer quoted above. Instead, most officers told us that the gangs in their communities

had started in the 1960s and 1970s:

Well, our gang unit was initiated in 1980, so | would assume it was way
before then... [Interviewer: First gangs?] It was the Inglewood Family,
Bloods, a lot of Blood gangs.

Probably like in 1970, ’72...Inglewood Family.... [Interviewer: Black,
Hispanic?] Well, that’s true. | forgot about that. Good point. Nineteen
sixty-six is when Inglewood 13 started. That was a Hispanic gang. Well,
gangs as we know them now, the Crips and the Bloods, they started
around ’68 or so. They started even before | got here.

All police officials whom we interviewed agreed that gang activity in the 1960s
and 1970s had centered on neighborhood clashes and turf issues. Most believed that gang
violence then had been moderate compared with today. Two police managers who had

been with the department for well over 20 years spoke to this point:

That was the beginning of the gangs...it was black gangs. It was Bloods,
primarily Inglewood Family, up in the North end. They were punks, they
were not challenging the police. The guns that they had back then, they
were stolen, they were just pieces of junk. It was more warring around
with themselves, intimidating the neighborhood kind of a thing.
[Interviewer: What fueled the gangs in the ‘70s?] You know, that is a very
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good question, because gangs in Southern California had been around for
a long time. 1 was born in Compton, raised in Wilmington, known as
Willimas, down in the harbor area, and | was around gang members,
Latino gang members, because that was part of life. The vatos, the
vachutos, we used to call them, the old-timers. | had an uncle who had
tattoos and stuff and had done time in prison... [Interviewer: The old time
barrio gang, but without the violence?] Yes, although they were violent. |
mean, we were well aware that there had been murders and certainly
major assaults and this kind of thing, but it was always, you didn’t see it
that much. It occurred at night, or it occurred in the bad businesses, or the
bad parts of town kind of thing. You didn’t mess with these guys because
you knew they were trouble...

However, a veteran gang unit officer who had helped start the gang unit disagreed. He

argued that the gangs in the 1970s had been much worse than today’s gangs:

There was more street activity per se then, because the gangs were just
starting to distinguish between their territories, and there were a lot of
drive-bys, a lot of rivalry, a lot of fighting, a lot of killing because of the
territory. But now, they have all kind of settled down into their own little
areas. They know where to cross, where not to cross, they all have their
little territories. That’s why we see a lot less drive-bys, a lot less street
violence, than we used to.

In 1980, the Inglewood Police Department established a gang unit. However, the
institutional memory about factors that had led to the creation of the unit was fuzzy, at
best. Some officers focused on the growing magnitude of Inglewood’s gang problem.
They pointed out that the police department, prior to the gang unit, had had few resources
to respond to gang-related problems. They said that there had been little understanding of
gangs in the city, or nationally for that matter, and that specialized knowledge had been
necessary in order to coordinate the police department’s responses to gangs. A senior

officer who was with the department when the gang unit was created explained:

Well, I think here in Inglewood it was the just absolutely rapid
quadrupling and tripling, just growth of gangs that seemed to explode in
the late 70s and early 80s, and we just realized all of a sudden that not
only did we have hundreds, we had thousands of gang members in the
city, and probably hundreds of different gangs, and so it was born out of
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the necessity to understand the gangs, identify the gangs, identify the gang
leaders, and stuff like that. It was specifically an intelligence gathering as
opposed to an enforcement unit, and remains an intelligence gathering unit
today.

Not everyone interviewed believed that the gang problem had been the impetus
for the creation of the gang unit. One officer explained that the police department had
established the gang unit only after the hiring of a new chief from Compton, California.
The new chief, this officer stated, had been appalled that Inglewood did not have a gang
unit, and had believed that such a unit was essential for the department’s crime control
efforts. Still another officer, one of those responsible for establishing the original gang

unit, argued that the media had played a large role in its creation:

The media had a lot to do with starting the gang unit. We were always in
the media with gang problems, and this led to politicians [pressuring us
so] that we had to do something about it. The media has caused problems
for the PD and forced the PD to focus on gangs. Gang problems affect
local economy. No business, no shoppers — you have to do something.
Gang unit has been aggressive, but behind the scenes. They give
intelligence to other units.

When the gang unit was created in 1980, it was placed in the Office of Special
Enforcement and staffed with two officers, one of whom remains with the unit today.
From our interviews, we gathered that the chief had not given the gang unit a strict
mandate or mission. Instead, unit officers had determined their own responsibilities.
However, the two officers were known to have been involved already in the collection,
processing, and dissemination of gang intelligence. Over time, they had been compiling
files and pictures of local gang members. The placement of these two officers in the new
unit formalized a process already in place, and allowed the officers to pursue this work
full-time.

Both police managers and officers explained that Inglewood’s response had been
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limited to two officers because of the small size of their police department. They
explained that in the 1980s, although more than 4,000 gang members had been active in
the city, only a few more than 200 police officers had been available to respond to all law
enforcement needs. Therefore, the department simply had not had enough resources to

assign more gang unit officers.

Response to Gangs: 1981 Through 1989

Beginning in the 1980s, Inglewood’s gang problem began to change. In particular,
the number of gangs, gang members, and gang crime had rapidly escalated, according to
police officers. Some officers thought this was the time when they had begun seeing
younger people joining the same gangs that their parents had. According to senior
officers, during the 1980s, gang violence had increased because of gang involvement in
street-level drug distribution. The following statement was representative of many

officers’ recollections on this point:

I blame it primarily on the cocaine traffic. That’s what fueled this thing
and really got it going, but what is really chilling is | was watch
commander before | came here, patrol watch commander, so we are
briefing, part of our ritual is, you know, you read the crimes, wanted
suspects, and this kind of thing. We are reading the name of a wanted
suspect, and | am thinking, “That can’t be, how old is this guy?” You
know, 20 or 17 or whatever it was. Saying, “Boy, that is funny, because |
remember that name.” 1 did a little digging, and it would be the son of one
of the guys that we were always chasing around, one of the founding
members of the gangs. And now he is doing the same exact stuff his dad
was, and | am looking and there is a really strong resemblance. And I am
thinking, “Another generation. There we go.” So it changed, and | saw
that. Now obviously the weapons and the sophistication and again the drug
trade, the money that fuels that thing just kept it going...

Despite the general perception that the nature of the gang problem was changing
in the 1980s, little evidence suggested that the response to gangs changed with the

problem. For example, officers were unable to pinpoint any major organizational changes
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that had taken place at this time, and newspaper articles reflected little activity on the part
of the gang unit. Asked about the apparent absence of discussion about the police
response to gangs, most police officials attributed it to the nature of the gang unit — the
unit worked in the background and was rarely on the front lines of the war on gangs.
Instead, gang unit officers were said to have quietly and diligently collected data, making
it available for use by other units within the police department.

From its inception, the Inglewood gang unit did not engage in enforcement.
Officers, both within and outside the gang unit, believed that if gang unit officers
engaged in suppression activity and arrested gang members, it would be more difficult for
them to gather future intelligence. Therefore, when gang unit officers had intelligence
about criminal activity, whether it was a one-time event or an ongoing conspiracy, gang
unit officers turned the intelligence over to other units for action.

The gang unit at this time participated in formal partnerships and task forces —
activities that earned them little recognition. Their participation in such activities might
have been driven by the few resources available to the gang unit. By participating in
formal organizational arrangements with other units and departments, they were able to
use and acquire resources that otherwise would not have been obtainable. For example, in
1985, the gang unit had participated in Operation Valentine, a task force comprised of
members from the Inglewood Police Department, the Los Angeles Police Department,
the Sheriff’s department, the district attorney’s office, the county probation department,
and the California Youth Authority. The Task Force focused on gang members who
trafficked drugs in the south Los Angeles area (United Press International 1985). This

effort brought the unit into partnership with much larger and better resourced agencies,
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and provided a mechanism for Inglewood to access and bring resources to bear on their
own gang problem.

Likewise, for 3 months in 1987, the gang unit had teamed with the department’s
motorcycle officers to target gang member vehicles. A California law stipulated that if a
vehicle’s registration had been expired for more than a year, police could seize the
vehicle. The gang unit wanted to take advantage of this law to reduce the number of
vehicles available to gang members for “partying,” drive-by shootings, and incursions
into enemy territory. Gang and motorcycle officers interviewed by the local paper
indicated that gang members drove distinctive vehicles, making them easy to identify.

Over the 3-month period, 1,000 citations were issued “for such violations as
driving without a license, loud radios, and driving without a seatbelt. More than 90
vehicles [were] impounded. Eleven stolen cars [were] recovered, along with drugs, guns,
beepers, and other paraphernalia” (Rotella 1987). Although police acknowledged that
only about 40 percent of those pulled over turned out to be gang members, they argued
that the action had had a profound impact on gang activity. A lieutenant in charge of the
gang unit pointed out that the number of drive-by shootings had been reduced from a few
each week to about one per month.

The police department also reached out to non-criminal justice agencies to help
with gang control efforts. In 1988, the Community Affairs Division invited clergy and
ministers from Inglewood and South Los Angeles to discuss their potential roles in
combating gangs. The meeting was attended by Inglewood’s Chief of Police, the Los
Angeles County Sheriff and city attorney, and Inglewood’s juvenile judge, all of whom

encouraged religious congregations to unite across government boundaries to help with
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prevention, intervention, and suppression of gang activity (Los Angeles Times 1988). In
late 1988, Inglewood’s city council unanimously approved a Serious Habitual Offender
Program, sponsored by the State of California. The program was designed to identify
repeat offenders and to inform the district attorney’s office, so that attorneys could follow
targeted youths’ cases in order to seek the maximum penalty if the youth was convicted
(Martin 1988). The Repeat Offender Program (ROP) unit, placed in the Inglewood Police
Department, was responsible for coordinating activities among the department and other
police agencies to encourage aggressive prosecution of repeat offenders. ROP was the
liaison between the police department, the probation, parole, and district attorney’s
offices, and the courts, and was responsible for facilitating revocation of probation and
parole for ROP offenders (Easley 1995).

The Serious Habitual Offender Program was another attempt to control gang
crime. Four non-gang criteria were used to identify repeat offenders: 1) a record of five
arrests, with three of the arrests occurring within the last year, including three arrests on
felony charges; 2) 10 arrests, with three occurring within the last year, including two
arrests on felony charges; 3) 10 arrests with three within the last year, including eight on
charges of petty theft, misdemeanor assault, or narcotics use; and 4) 10 arrests within the
last year, including one on multiple felony charges (Martin 1988). Approximately 71
percent of those certified as Serious Habitual Offenders had been involved in gangs
(Easley 1995).

A vyear later, in 1989, the Gang Intelligence Unit began to collect data on gang-
related crime. The collection of data resulted from the work of a committee comprised of

chiefs of police within Los Angeles County who had advocated for a county-wide gang
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reporting system. The committee of chiefs determined that a designated number of gang-
related crimes (primarily crimes against persons) would be tracked and reported to the
Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, which would then be responsible for
compiling and disseminating the data (Easley 1996).

Despite all of the Inglewood Police Department’s efforts to combat gangs in the
late 1980s, 1989 was still one of the most violent years on record. According to the
department, gang violence and drug dealing were related to the homicide rate increasing
by 50 percent that year, making it the second most deadly 12 months in the city’s history.
Of 46 homicides, about half were attributed to gangs and drugs. In the same year, the
number of officer-involved shootings increased, from three in 1988 to 11 in 19809.
Inglewood ranked third in the county in number of officer-involved shootings, just below
the Los Angeles Police and Sheriff’s Departments, both of which had substantially larger

jurisdictions and departments than Inglewood (Lacey 1990).

Response to Gangs: Late 1990s Through 1999

To respond to increasing violence in the 1990s, the Inglewood Police Department
began to take a more suppression-oriented approach toward gang control. It is interesting
to note that in strengthening its response to gangs, the department decided to create new
specialized units rather than to expand the existing gang unit. In January 1990, for
example, the police department established the Anti-Crime Team (ACT). This unit was
funded by a voter-approved property tax assessment, with the proceeds to be used to hire
20 officers to combat gangs and drugs. ACT was staffed with 17 officers, two sergeants,
and one lieutenant. This was a substantial allocation of resources for one unit, given that
the size of the entire agency at the time was only 187 officers; the new officers

represented more than a 10 percent increase in the size of the department (Rotella 1989).
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ACT’s mission was to perform directed patrols in known gang areas, and to work
in concert with the gang unit to target hard-core gang members (1989). However, the unit
also focused on a number of other problems, such as chronic prostitution, drug dealing,
robberies, shakedowns, violence, and vandalism. Although the ACT team was created for
the specific purpose of suppressing gangs, gang members, and gang activity, it devoted a
large proportion of its time to providing directed patrols in non-gang areas that were also
identified as having substantial and chronic problems (Easley 1993).

In late 1990, community members became emotionally charged about the city’s
gang problem — a rare event in a city with little community cohesion. Much of the
concern might have resulted from a renewed surge in local gang-related activity. In 1990,
the city tied its own record for the highest number of homicides in a single year. Of the
55 homicides, 33 were gang-related (60 percent). Inglewood experienced more gang
homicides, felony assaults, rapes, robberies, and burglaries in 1990 than in any other year
between 1989 and 1998 (exhibit 4.02).

The community’s concern about the gang problem peaked following the 1990
Killing of three high school students in an off-campus shooting, and a robbery of several
cafeteria workers at a junior high school. School board members and members of the
Inglewood High School Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) met to express their concerns
and to debate potential responses. The president of the PTA asked the school board,
“How would you feel if you had to fight gang members to get to your office? How would
you feel if when you left at 5:30 in the evening, you had to fight gang members up and
down the street? This is what our children have to deal with on a daily basis.” By the end

of the emotion-charged meeting, the school board and PTA members had agreed to
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revive an anti-gang task force comprised of community members. They had also
organized a march to protest recent violence in the city (Lacey 1990).

Gangs in Inglewood continued to be especially violent through 1994. During this
period, an intense feud broke out between two rival Hispanic gangs. Drive-by shootings
became commonplace, and students had to rely on alternative methods, including rides
from teachers, counselors, and parents, to get home from school. Gang members were so
emboldened that they carried out many slayings in daylight, in front of witnesses. On a
few occasions, shooters told witnesses their street names, confident that the witnesses
were terrified enough not to testify against them.

Young gang members were just as involved in violence as older gang members.
In two drive-by shootings, two 14-year-olds were shot; one died and the other, shot five
times, survived. Despite the gang unit’s focus on collecting intelligence, little was known
about how this feud started. In 1992, during the height of the feud, about 84 percent of all
homicides in Inglewood were gang-related (Millican 1992).

A short time later, another gang war started between an Inglewood gang and a
gang from the Crenshaw district of Los Angeles. Violence between the two gangs peaked
in January 1994, after two days of shooting left 11 people gunned down and five,
including a 2-year-old girl and a 14-year-old cheerleader, dead. At the following week’s
city council meeting, 150 citizens protested, demanding a solution. They did not feel safe
going out at night, no matter the reason. Many complained that they could no longer walk
home from work, but had to find rides with others. Some people complained that even
their choice of clothing was limited by the gang war; they feared that wearing blue or red

might cause them to be mistaken for gang members and shot.
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Interestingly, police officials addressing the public did not seem to be trying to
calm their fears. Instead, police were blunt in their commentary on the nature of the
problem. For example, one sergeant told the crowd attending council meeting that in
most cases, gang members were not the victims of gang violence; victims, he explained,
were frequently ordinary citizens. He stated, “Gang members seem to be satisfied if they
shoot anybody in the enemy’s territory. It’s just random. We aren’t dealing with brain
surgeons here.” Similarly, in an announcement made a week before the meeting, the chief
stated that it would be “appropriate for Inglewood residents to remain at home after dark
to avoid violence” (Richardson and Dillow 1994).

As the gangs were becoming increasingly violent, police were attempting to
initiate a number of suppression strategies. First, in the summer of 1991, the police
department announced that it would perform regular gang sweeps in known gang hot-
spots for the purpose of “discouraging criminal gang activity through high-profile
enforcement” (Ford 1991). On the first night of the sweeps, 50 officers from the
Inglewood Police Department, the county probation department, and the California Youth
Authority patrolled one neighborhood, resulting in 26 arrests for probation violations, 10
impounded vehicles, and 55 traffic tickets (Los Angeles Times 1991).

Then in 1992, the Gang Intelligence Unit was relocated organizationally from the
Office of Criminal Investigations to the Office of Special Enforcement. The Anti-Crime
Team and the Transit Safety Team (TST), both of which focused on gangs, were already
located there. This move brought all three units dealing with gangs and gang activity
together under one administrative umbrella. The rationale for the change was to help the

unit better coordinate with other street enforcement units on its gang control efforts. Even
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with this change, however, the gang unit’s function continued to center on collecting
gang and gang activity data. The unit still did not engage in enforcement activity, which
was left to ACT and the TST.

In 1992, the Inglewood gang unit received funding for computer equipment
needed in order to access the Los Angeles County Sheriff Department’s Gang Reporting
Evaluation and Tracking (GREAT) system. The GREAT system enhanced the unit’s
ability to collect and disseminate intelligence more systematically on Inglewood gangs,
gang members, and gang crime (Easley 1993).

In the same year, the police department began to use the Street Terrorism
Enforcement and Prevention (STEP) Act to suppress gang activity. The STEP Act, a
statute enacted by the California legislature in 1988, permitted longer sentences for any
convicted individual who had been documented as a member of a criminal street gang.
The Transit Safety Team, whose mandate was to address safety issues related to public
transportation, coordinated the STEP program. The TST was responsible for
collaborating with the gang and ROP units to gather evidence on street gangs engaged in
continuing criminal enterprises. An officer would then present the evidence to a judge,
who would issue a judicial order if the gang met the criteria spelled out in the STEP Act.
The unit could then notify members of the criminal street gang in writing that the
provisions of the Act would be applied if any member was convicted of a gang crime
Easley 1993). It is unclear, however, how well this strategy was received by those in the
police department or the courts.

Maxson and Allen (1997), in a qualitative study of the Inglewood Police

Department, argued that by 1994, the Los Angeles County District Attorney’s office was
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no longer encouraging police agencies to make use of the statute, and was discouraging
agencies from certifying new gangs under the STEP Act. In particular, they reported that
the county attorney’s office believed that certifying STEP gangs simply required too
much paperwork, and that the “three strikes” law of 1994 minimized the STEP Act’s
usefulness. Consequently, the researchers reported, after 1994, gangs in Inglewood were
“STEPped” only when there was no other option.

The gang unit’s own data, however, suggested that although gang members were
rarely arrested on charges related to the STEP Act from 1989 through 1998, the number
of gang members who were STEPped began to increase in 1994. The reason for the
increase is unclear, but it could be any or all of the following: 1) those arrested for a
STEP Act charge had been certified in another jurisdiction, but had committed a crime
and been arrested in Inglewood on a gang-related charge; 2) those arrested on a STEP
Act charge had been certified prior to the County Attorney’s office discouraging officers
from certifying gangs through the STEP Act; or 3) police officials were simply ignoring
the County Attorney’s office request and were proceeding with STEPping gang members
through the county court system.

In March 1994, following a gang-related killing spree that had taken the lives of a
number of children and innocent bystanders, renewed community complaints resulted in
the creation of a city curfew ordinance. The police chief explained that after these
killings, citizens had wanted to know why so many young people were on the streets at
night, and whether something could be done. As part of the police department’s
commitment to community policing, he had worked with the city council to create the

new curfew ordinance, requiring juveniles to be accompanied by parents or to have a
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specific destination after 10 p.m. Sunday through Thursday nights, and after 11 p.m.
Friday and Saturday nights. The ordinance had been considered one of the toughest in the
country, implemented with the help of a cadre of officers, reservists, and civilians. In
particular, on Friday and Saturday nights police officers and community members
participated in curfew sweeps. Police officers and police reservists used large vans to
pick up juveniles, and community volunteers assisted officers with paperwork and
fingerprinting.

Some community members believed that the curfew program was successful.
They cited the fact that during the first three weekends, more than 48 juveniles had been
rounded up; a little more than half of them turned out to be suspected gang members (Los
Angeles Times 1994). Some young people argued that the program would have little, if
any, effect on gang violence. They pointed out that many gang members were not
juveniles, that most juvenile gang members would not be deterred by the new ordinance,
and that gang violence does not occur only at night. The local paper supported some of
their points, noting that five of eleven weekend shootings had occurred between 7:00 and
8:30 p.m.

Also in 1994, the police department increased the number of officers allocated to
the gang unit. The original two officers were joined by one sergeant, three investigators,
and one “on-loan” patrol officer. By this time, the role of the unit had begun to crystallize
within the police department. The gang unit was given three functions: 1) collecting and
maintaining intelligence on gangs, gang members, and gang crime in the city; 2)
disseminating gang-related intelligence to investigators within the department; and 3)

disseminating intelligence to officers and staff in other area police departments.
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The gang unit now was also engaging in prevention and intervention activities.
Officers had started a midnight basketball league in an effort to provide gang members
with a pro-social activity and to bring members of various gangs together to get to know
one another. Gang unit officers personally contacted gang members throughout the city to
participate, and along with patrol officers, they monitored games to assure that there
would be no problems. Additionally, gang unit officers worked with the Employment
Development Department to provide job opportunities for gang members. In spring of
1994, gang unit officers passed out fifty job applications to gang members; 10 gang
members were placed in jobs over the summer (Easley 1995).

In 1995, the Inglewood Police Department received about $790,000 from the
Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS), allocated for responding to
youth firearms violence. The Inglewood Youth Firearms Violence Initiative (I'YFVI)
lasted 18 months, focusing on reducing firearms violence among gang members in the
Darby-Dixon neighborhood, identified as one of the worst neighborhoods in the city.
According to an evaluation report by Maxson and Allen (1997), the program had three
components:

1. A civil court injunction to enjoin targeted gang members from engaging in

specified nuisance activities,

2. A six-officer task force to support development and enforcement of the

injunction, and to monitor target locations, and

3. A probation officer to increase arrests of repeat offenders.

Two evaluation teams, one local and the other national, examined the impact of

the COPS project. Interestingly, the findings and conclusions of the two reports differed
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substantially.

The local evaluation was led by Maxson and Allen (1997), who found that an
injunction had been filed successfully against 29 members of the Crenshaw Mafia
Gangsters, and that probation officers had successfully performed their duties, conducting
160 probationer searches. They also reported that the police department’s task force had
failed to properly implement the project, and that members of the police department had
needlessly interfered with the project’s progress. Specifically, they reported, the task
force had not focused its patrol efforts in the targeted neighborhood, and the funding for
the task force had been expended before the injunction was issued. Further, the district
attorney placed within the police department had not been provided with critical and
timely information. The researchers found that gang unit officers had refused to
cooperate with the district attorney, making it more difficult for him to obtain the
injunction against the gang. Maxon and Allen also reported that Part 1 crimes, total
violent crime reported, robbery reports, and assault reports in the targeted area had not
declined during the project, but instead had increased significantly when compared with
the same period one year earlier.

In contrast, the national evaluation team, led by Tim Bynum, reported that
although the initiative had had its problems, the program had ultimately been successful
(Bynum 1998). Similarly to Maxon and Allen, he found that the district attorney had had
a difficult time working with the gang unit. He explained that this had occurred because
the district attorney had little experience working with police; therefore, the gang unit
officers had not accepted him. Bynum also pointed out that almost no arrest activity had

occurred after the courts granted the injunction. Observational data indicated that for a
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short time after the injunction was granted, many patrol officers had not known about it,
or about those targeted by the project. Rather than relying on general crime categories, as
Maxon and Allen had, Bynum examined the change in gun crimes in the targeted areas.
He found that 12 months after the program had been initiated, gun crimes for both
juveniles and adults had declined by 50 percent. Bynum inferred that this might have
been a result of the substantial number of searches and gun seizures conducted by the
probation officer. Overall, Bynum’s impact evaluation of the project declared it
successful.

In October 1997, the Inglewood gang unit was relocated once again, this time,
from the Office of Special Enforcement back to the Criminal Investigations Bureau,
where it had been in 1991. The unit was staffed with four investigators, who were
remotely supervised by a sergeant located in the homicide unit. Officers indicated that the
unit was moved back to the investigations bureau in order to work more closely with
other investigative units. It provided those units with substantial intelligence for use in
investigating robberies, homicides, assaults, and property crimes. That same year, the
Inglewood police department disbanded the Repeat Offender Profile and Evaluation

(ROP) unit (Easley 1998).

Albuquergue, New Mexico

From interviews with police officers and stakeholders and our review of
departmental documents, it appeared that the gang problem in Albuquerque had begun in
the mid-1970s. Police documents suggested that prior to this time, members of what were
called “neighborhood groups” had been involved in drug use and property crime. The

neighborhood groups had existed in Albuquerque barrios as far back as people could
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remember, having been established originally for the purpose of protecting their
neighborhoods. The groups were territorial and received family support. Many police
officers commented that it had not been uncommon for families to have had a long
tradition of involvement in a group, going back generations. One police manager

recalled:

But we have, as you know, a long tradition of gangs, especially Hispanic
gangs, that grandpa was in..., dad was in..., and I’'min.... [They were]
involve[d in] a lot of territorial disputes. It [was] very often Hispanic on
Hispanic. Both sides [were] Catholic. Both sides live[d] in neighborhoods
that adjoin[ed] each other, but the barriers have been up for years for
territories.

Although the neighborhood groups had rarely engaged in violence, some police
officers began considering them a potential threat. Veteran police officers mentioned that
the department started monitoring the groups in the 1960s, assigning two officers from
the intelligence unit to identify group members. This response had been developed in
consultation with the Los Angeles police and sheriff’s departments. As one officer

explained:

Originally it was two officers that went to the chief of police.... They went
to him, and they had attended a conference out in California and they saw
what was going on out there. Our chief at that time did not want to admit
that we had a gang problem or gang issue, so he wouldn’t even let them
call themselves a gang unit. They were called a street group information
team, and it started out of this division because this is where the
intelligence division was. The idea was to gain information. And the two
detectives went out and basically spent a lot of time on the streets in areas
that were known for gang activity and documented a lot of that activity,
and then they grew from there.

Then we got into the ‘70s and “80s, we got more sophisticated about it.
We got some people trained; went out to Los Angeles and did a lot of
cooperative training with them, and established a very proactive gang unit.
But the nexus was actually just intelligence gathering. You know, find out
the scope of the problem, and then when they found it out, they were like,
wow! This turned into a nightmare.

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 76

In the mid-to-late 1970s, Albuquerque police officers had observed that California
gang members were beginning to migrate to the city, especially members of the
California-based gangs, Happy Homes and 18" Street. Established neighborhood groups
saw the migrating gangs as a threat. This eventually led to conflict, which in turn led the
California gang members to move to the west side of the city. Police officials claimed
that conflict with California gangs had motivated various neighborhood groups to begin
calling themselves gangs, and they began to develop identifying symbols such as hand
signs, styles of clothing, and turf-defining graffiti (Albuquerque Police Department
1999).

The first known police report documenting the nature and extent of a gang
problem in Albuquerque was compiled by a school squad officer in 1979. He reported
that in the summer of 1978, gang activity had begun to increase in the South Valley and
Westgate areas of the city. According to his report, gang members were getting involved
in activities ranging from petty misdemeanors to violent felonies. The officer did not
provide data on the numbers of gangs, gang members, or gang crimes, but he concluded
that Albuquerque’s gang problem at the time was not as serious as the problem in Los
Angeles. However, he argued, if the city chose not to respond, it risked having a more

substantial gang problem in the future:

In Los Angeles these gangs are more organized and hard-core compared to
the gangs we are now seeing in Albuquerque. Gangs in Los Angeles are
holding up people in the street, breaking into homes and shops, extorting
money from businessmen for “protection,” shooting people from moving
automobiles, torturing victims before killing them, and terrorizing entire
neighborhoods and schools. This is far more frightening and threatening
than youth gang activity in Albuguerque, but it can happen! If we continue
to overlook this problem, all schools and neighborhoods will eventually
see more and more of this type of activity (Montano 1979, 1).
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Response to Gangs: 1980 Through 1994
In the 1980s, Albuquerque police officials began noticing that black street gang

members were immigrating from California. They associated the incoming gang
members with one of two gangs: the Bloods or the Crips. Memoranda from that period
indicated that gang members were not as turf oriented as they had been in the past, but
rather, membership was revolving around the sale of drugs. In particular, the police
believed that the Bloods and Crips were coming to Albuquerque to sell crack cocaine.’
Our review of police documents suggested that the drug market in Albuquerque had not
been well-organized at that time. The new gangs from California had both the skills and
the desire to operate from Albuquerque, where they could make greater profits than in
Los Angeles. Police reports also suggested that competition for greater profits had caused
an increase in violence, as each gang tried to capture territory and market share from the

others:

...Albuquerque had a big influx of gang members and gang activity, and it
became very apparent to the chain of command of the police department
and the citizens that Albuguerque was starting to get a gang problem that
was outside of just the local gangs. We had the Bloods and the Crips that
were moving in from California.... Gangs just started popping up in
different places and becoming more prevalent in the drive-by shootings
and the armed robberies and such as that. And the wearing of the colors...,
they were wearing all blue or all red. It was very prevalent in the
neighborhoods (Albuquerque Police Department 1999).

Police officials claimed that from 1985 through 1990, Albuquerque gangs had
been deeply involved in drug trafficking, so much so that the department’s research
analysts and planners had written to the federal government, pleading for resources to
assist in their gang and drug control efforts. They wrote that Albuquerque gangs were
consolidating into “illicit conglomerates” for the purpose of distributing crack cocaine.
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The analysts indicated that the gangs had international connections with the capacity to
traffic large quantities of drugs, and that they were equipped with sophisticated automatic
weapons. They wrote: “The problem is only worsening as law enforcement officials in
the Albuquerque area have indicated that along with west coast criminal gangs,
Midwestern chapters of the Crips, the Bloods, and the Jamaican Posses have also begun
infiltrating the fertile drug market in New Mexico” (Turpen 1990, 4).

In March 1989, the Albuquerque Police Department created a specialized gang
unit. Staffed with five officers, the unit operated from a substation under the direction of
a field commander, and its officers assumed responsibility for gang intelligence-related
activities. Within 6 months, other field commanders were clamoring for the unit’s
assistance and for their own gang units. In response, the chief allocated another three
officers to the unit and placed it in the Field Services Bureau, making the unit more
accessible to patrol managers and officers. About this same time, the police department
purchased the GREAT software information system to facilitate collection, processing,
and dissemination of gang intelligence. The chief later expanded the functions of the
gang unit, adding primary responsibility for conducting gang-related investigations to the
unit’s intelligence function.

Gang unit officers told us that by 1991, Albuguerque was experiencing increased
gang activity, and the gang unit quickly became overburdened with investigations. The
unit was assigned another four officers, bringing the total to eight. As the gang unit
continued performing intelligence and investigative functions, officers also worked to
raise public awareness of the gang problem. That year, gang unit officers made more than

75 presentations to civic groups, neighborhood associations, and city, county, state, and
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federal law enforcement officers. The expanded unit was also able to conduct directed
patrols in known gang hot-spots and to organize neighborhoods to suppress gang activity
(Albuquergue Police Department 1992).

That same year, the United Way of Greater Albuquerque created the New Mexico
Gang Strategies Coalition in order to sponsor a gang prevention and intervention proposal
for a grant offered by the New Mexico Youth Authority. The Coalition included 30 task
force members representing youth service agencies such as schools, police, corrections,
and social services. They met monthly to discuss anti-violence initiatives and other city
agency activities directed toward juveniles. However, much of their time was eventually
devoted to a gun buy-back program in which individuals received gift certificates and
other items in exchange for their handguns (Youth Resource and Analysis Center 1994).

By 1992, the public had begun to recognize the seriousness of Albuquerque’s
gang problem. The City of Albuguerque Planning Department surveyed 1,000 adults
living in the metropolitan area to examine citizen perceptions of quality of life and
satisfaction with city services. When residents were asked an open-ended question about
what they least liked about living in Albuguerque, problems with gangs and youth ranked
second, just behind traffic congestion. Asked what they thought was the biggest issue or
problem facing Albuquerque residents at that time, they responded that gang and youth
problems were the biggest issue (22 percent), followed distantly by high crime rates (14
percent), and a poor educational system (13 percent). Not surprisingly, Hispanics were
much more likely than members of other ethnic groups to perceive a serious gang
problem in the city. Twenty-eight percent of Hispanics stated that the gang or youth

problem was the most serious issue faced by the city, compared with 19 percent of
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Anglos (Research & Polling, Inc. 1992).

The scope and nature of the gang problem in Albuquerque was not systematically
examined until 1994, when the mayor established a special council. The Mayor’s Council
on Gangs was mandated to “mobilize, coordinate, and focus the major institutions of the
community on preventing youths from engaging in violence and gang involvement, on
intervening to divert current gang members to productive alternatives, and on suppressing
the spread of criminal activities and violence involving youth by effective law
enforcement” (Youth Resource and Analysis Center 1994). The Council was comprised
of 30 members who represented agencies responsible for administering prevention,
intervention, and suppression programs throughout the city. As one of the Council’s first
actions, it commissioned an ad hoc study to examine Albuquerque’s gang problem.

Much of the Council’s final report consisted of data obtained from the city’s gang
unit. According to that report, as of 1993, the police and sheriff’s departments had
documented 3,253 gang members living within city limits. However, the Council also
reported that the police department’s own gang unit was estimating that there were
actually 6,000 to 7,000 gang members living in the area. As seen in exhibit 3.01, the
Council reported 111 active street gangs were in Albuquerque in 1990, of which 61 were
Hispanic, 31 were black, and 19 were white. By 1993, the number had grown to 155
gangs, of which 87 were Hispanic, 37 were black, 20 were white, and 10 had members of

mixed or other racial backgrounds (Mayor’s Council on Gangs).
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Exhibit 3.01 Albuquerque street gangs (1990 and 1993)

1990 1993
Street gangs (#) 111 155
Gang members (#) 3,253
Gang ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 55.0 56.1
Black 27.9 23.9
White 17.1 13.0
Asian 0.0 0.6
Multi 0.0 6.4

Data from the Mayor’s Council on Gangs, no date.

Analysis of the locations of documented gang members demonstrated that the
gang problem had been largely concentrated in one area (exhibit 3.02). Sixty-four percent
of gang members were living in the southwestern part of the city, followed by 15 percent
in the northwestern area, 11 percent in the southeast, and 5 percent in the northeast.
Approximately 5 percent of the documented gang members were residing in unidentified

areas (Mayor’s Council on Gangs).

Exhibit 3.02 Gang locations in Albuquerque
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The Albuquerque gang unit reported on the types of activities associated with

each gang in the city at this time. In particular, the unit identified gangs as generally
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associated with one of three types: turf, drug, and tagger. Turf gangs, although involved
at least somewhat in street-level drug trafficking, were thought to be primarily concerned
with territorial issues. Drug gangs, on the other hand, were primarily involved in drug
trafficking and other drug-related crimes, and tagger gangs were believed to be primarily
involved in graffiti. Exhibit 3.03 shows that most Albuquerque gang members belonged

to turf gangs (n=2,527), followed by drug gangs (n=575), and tagger gangs (n=130).

Exhibit 3.03 Gang members’ primary activities in Albuguerque
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The data also suggested that primary gang activities varied based on location
(exhibit 3.04). Gang members living in southwestern Albuquergue were almost
exclusively associated with turf gangs; this was the area with the greatest number of
documented gang members. Gang members in southeastern Albuquerque, an area with a
moderate number of documented gang members, were most likely to be associated with
gangs focusing on drug trafficking. Interestingly, members belonging to tagger gangs
lived almost exclusively in the northeastern part of the city, the area with the fewest

documented gang members (Mayor’s Council on Gangs).

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 83

Exhibit 3.04 Numbers of gangs and gang members in Albuquerque (1994)

Northeast Northwest Southeast Southwest Unknown
Type Gangs Members Gangs Members Gangs Members Gangs Members Gangs Member
s
Drug 4 47 3 11 21 327 6 170 2 20
Turf 4 33 13 492 3 10 33 1,889 10 103
Tagge 10 92 0 0 6 32 0 0 1 6
r
Total 18 172 16 503 30 369 39 2,059 13 129

The work of the Mayor’s Council on Gangs led to a number of public safety
policy recommendations, all requiring increased spending. The mayor and the Council
called for a 0.25-cent increase in property taxes that would raise an additional $21 million
a year. The money would be used to put 150 new officers on the street, to create several
gang prevention programs, and to build a 48-bed juvenile boot camp (McCutcheon 1995).
Albuquerqgue’s business leaders were among the strongest advocates for the property tax
increase. They argued that the gang problem had become serious enough to discourage
new businesses from moving to the city. Interestingly, the police union opposed the tax.
Union leaders believed that too little of the money was being earmarked for increasing
the number of officers, and too much was being dedicated to intervention and prevention
initiatives (Crowder and Heild 1995).

Shortly after the mayor’s call to increase taxes to fund strategies for combating
gangs, a series of articles in the local paper began documenting the nature of crime in the
city. One article proclaimed that Albuguerque had one of the worst violent crime
problems in the country, ranking just behind two western cities, 14" in the country (Heild
1995). Another article reported that in 1995, as the rest of the country was experiencing
the biggest decline in 35 years in homicide rates, Albuguerque’s homicide problem was
the worst that it had ever been. Many of these homicides, journalists wrote, were the
consequence of increasing gang and drug activity (Juarez 1995). One front page article
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reported the grip that gangs had on the city, describing the migration of California gangs
to New Mexico and the role of gang members in crack cocaine sales; it claimed that gang
members were responsible for more than 200 drive-by shootings a year. It described the
lives of barrio youth, and how difficult it was to escape the gang lifestyle (Crowder and
Roybal 1995).

Not long afterward, a drive-by shooting resulted in the death of a 17-year-old
youth in one of the city’s worst neighborhoods. In response, the police chief announced a
30-day “in your face” anti-gang action plan. The plan called for 25 to 50 officers to patrol
the neighborhood around the clock, using horses, bikes, motorcycles, and gang, canine,
and patrol units. He called upon the fire department to watch over neighborhood schools.
At a news conference unveiling the plan, the chief also announced that he would expand
the department’s gang unit (Domrzalski 1996). When it ended, the action was proclaimed
to have been a success. Police announced that they had made 444 stops, resulting in 290
traffic tickets, 17 felony and 44 misdemeanor arrests, the confiscation of two guns, and
the recovery of three stolen vehicles. They reported that no drive-by shootings had
occurred in the neighborhood during the 30-day period, and that neighborhood residents
were experiencing a decline in their fear of crime and an increase in their quality of life
(1996).

The police chief followed through on his pledge to expand the gang unit,
increasing the total number of officers to 20. With the expansion came a broader mission.
Now, along with its intelligence, investigation, and public awareness functions, the unit
was directed to engage in street enforcement. About 14 officers worked nights,

conducting directed patrols in areas with known gang problems; the other six officers

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 85

worked during the day handling investigations and community presentations. The captain
in charge of the unit expected it to be aggressive on the streets. In the words of one
officer assigned to the unit at the time, the captain wanted his officers to “smash heads
and have zero tolerance for gang members.”

Although street enforcement had become an important function of the gang unit,
officers continued to be held responsible for collecting and disseminating gang
intelligence. The officers countered that the gang unit’s enforcement mandate made it too
difficult for them to gather intelligence. They explained that enforcement resulted in a
lack of rapport with gang members that prohibited the kind of relationships that could
facilitate open communication between police and youth on the street. They tried to
explain this to the command staff and other officers in the department, but the message
was ignored. Eventually, the gang unit officers had become frustrated and stopped trying
to gather intelligence altogether; instead, they explained, they spent their time stopping
cars and writing tickets.

In 1996, the police department commissioned a study to examine citizen
satisfaction with police service delivery. The New Mexico Statistical Analysis Center
surveyed 1,002 adult residents by telephone. Respondents were asked whether they
thought that gangs were a “big problem,” “small problem,” or “no problem” in their
neighborhoods. Approximately 9 percent of those surveyed indicated that they thought
that gangs were a “big problem.” Examining the data by neighborhood showed that
respondent perceptions varied greatly depending on the neighborhood in which the
respondent lived. More than 25 percent of respondents living in the southwestern and

central parts of the city believed that their neighborhoods had “big” gang problems, while

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 86

less than 5 percent living in the northern and northeastern parts of the city believed the
same (Mayor’s Council on Gangs). A comparison of the survey data on citizen
perceptions of the location of gang problems with other police data showing addresses of
documented gang members suggested that the gang problem in Albuquerque was, in fact,
most serious in the southwestern and central parts of the city (exhibit 3.04).

In October 1996, the New Mexico Gang Task Force was created, funded from
money and property seizures resulting from drug cases throughout the state. The Task
Force was comprised of members from the Albuquerque Police Department, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the New Mexico State Police, the Sheriff’s Department,
and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (McClannahan 1997). Interviews with
officers indicated that the Task Force had lasted only 2 years, due to problems with
collegiality, lax work ethics, lack of leadership, and disagreements over priorities.

By 1997, more of Albuquerque’s city and county agencies were beginning to
focus on gang control efforts. For example, the city council approved a bill criminalizing
recruitment of juveniles into street gangs; those convicted would face up to 90 days in jail
and pay a $500 fine (Glover 1996). The county attorney’s office created its own gang
unit, comprised of five prosecutors and eight support staff, to use vertical prosecution

techniques focused solely on gang members (Daniels 1998).

Response to Gangs: 1998 Through 1999

In February 1998, the mayor and an acting police chief were searching for ways
to free time for patrol officers to engage in community policing. They were reviewing the
allocation of officers in the police department in an effort to place more officers on the
street. They determined that far too many specialized units existed, and they asked the

special unit supervisors whether they could manage with fewer officers. When the
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supervisor of the gang unit responded positively, the chief reallocated six of the 20 gang
unit officers to patrol (Contreras 1998).

A few months later, a major gang war broke out in one of Albuquerque’s worst
gang neighborhoods. Over a 2-week period, drive-by shootings occurred nightly, leaving
one person dead. Neighbors were terrified to leave home after dark. In response to the
shootings, neighborhood organizations, local businesses, and individuals collaborated to
organize the Stop the Violence campaign, a series of anti-gang rallies protesting the gang
war. During a 3-week period, five rallies were held (Kruger 1998). A week later,
Albuquergue’s new police chief instituted a number of organizational changes.

The reorganization was publicly linked to the movement to implement community
policing, and to the effort to decentralize and generalize the organizational structure of
the department. A few in the department have argued, however, that some of the changes
under this umbrella were designed more to respond to escalating gang violence than to
implement community policing. In the process, the new chief disassembled several
specialized units, reallocating officers to patrol districts. For example, officers who had
been assigned to centralized units that investigated crimes against persons and property
were reallocated to district commanders, who then assigned the officers as they saw fit.
The only units left untouched by the reorganization were homicide, narcotics, and vice.

As part of this change, the gang and SWAT units were merged into one Metro
unit, comprised of 20 SWAT-trained officers. The Metro officers were divided into five
teams, four responsible for street enforcement and one composed of former gang unit
officers responsible for gang intelligence. The chief placed the Metro unit within the

Patrol Division, ensuring its accessibility to patrol commanders. Metro officers were
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required to wear uniforms and to drive marked vehicles.

As it turned out, the Metro unit was short-lived, disbanded by the summer of
1999. A number of reasons have been proposed for the unit’s apparent failure. Many
officers in the department believed that the Metro unit was simply not productive; its
officers were not perceived to be hardworking or to be generating the amount of activity
expected of a proactive, hard-charging unit. One officer stated, “They would not do shit.
They would come in in the morning and would never be seen again.” Sergeants assigned
to the Metro unit were said to either lack experience or to be near retirement; either way,
they were seen as lacking focus and energy. Interestingly, Metro unit officers were
scheduled to work from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., not ordinarily hours during which street
enforcement is most needed.

As the city’s gang problem escalated, the department was dealing internally with
its gang unit problem. One police manager explained to us, however, that he believed that
the disruptions and the ultimate failure of the Metro unit were caused by factors much
more complex than a group of officers with a poor work ethic. He maintained that the
new chief had modeled the Metro unit after the Los Angeles Police Department CRASH
unit, with SWAT officers performing street-level enforcement in their down time, and
gang unit officers working with SWAT officers to gather and disseminate gang
intelligence. Contrary to the chief’s vision, Metro’s direct chain of command (i.e.,
captain, lieutenant, and sergeant in charge) believed that SWAT officers should not
engage in street enforcement or gang control functions, and they had directly prohibited
their officers from carrying out those kinds of actions. The new chief had aimed to

expand the unit to a total of 50 officers, but whenever he assigned officers to the unit, the
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Metro command staff would require them to undergo enhanced physical training tests
that few could pass. The command staff believed that only the most elite officers should
be allowed into “their SWAT unit.”

According to this police manager, Metro’s command staff had not believed that
the new chief’s idea was sound, and so they had ignored and defied his orders. Under
their command, unit officers had performed only SWAT-related duties. In the unit’s final
6 months of existence, the 20 Metro officers made only one felony arrest. According to
gang unit officers and department managers, the chief would rather have reassigned poor
performers to another unit, but departmental politics had prevented this option. Finally,
the chief elected to disband the Metro unit entirely. Then shortly afterward, he recreated a
gang unit with new officers and a more trustworthy chain of command.

In August 1999, the reformed gang unit began operating with four officers; a few
months later, another five were added. The unit adopted an operational strategy that
emphasized intelligence gathering and dissemination. To facilitate this function, the unit
was divided into two teams, each with four officers. One team was assigned to each of
the two districts with the worst gang problems. The teams served as liaisons with district
patrol officers, attending daily briefings and presenting gang intelligence, and they
scanned for gang-related problems in their assigned districts. Once a problem was
identified, the entire unit responded.

The reformed unit was no longer required to investigate gang-related crimes, as
its predecessor had been. The captain of the Special Enforcement Bureau believed that
conducting investigations would overburden the unit and cause less intelligence to be

gathered. He wanted the unit to serve as an auxiliary support team for other units
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conducting gang-related investigations, enabling gang intelligence to be used without

forcing gang unit officers to assume specific case responsibilities. He stated:

| didn’t want them overloading the gang unit with cases solely because
they could, and this is what happened in the previous gang unit. Basically,
they had case responsibility for anything that was gang related, with the
exception of homicide. And I’m like, wait a minute, you know, that is
probably the biggest case that we should be involved in now. Whether
they want to be case agent or assisting agent, they need to be involved in
those cases. Well, what happened was, | made the decision that we would
have no specific case responsibility.

However, we would liaison to anybody who did have a gang-related issue.
And the whole idea was, let violent crimes investigators who investigate
shootings and stabbings, let them do that job. That’s their job. Bring in the
experts who have the information and let them assist in that job. But |
didn’t want them doing, as | saw happen time and time again, where they
would take a shooting and go, ok, these are two gangsters and the guy
didn’t die, so let’s shoot it over to the gang unit. Well, the minute you tie
them up investigating a shooting case, that is less time on the street, less
time to gather intelligence, that is less time to be as effective as we need to
be, and to create that information source that gives you that tactical and
strategic information to go forward.

So I said, no, we’re not going to have case responsibility, and I got the
chief to agree to that. And I think it’s paid big benefits. Now, they will
take stuff on their own, and I’ve left that door open for them. If they
happen upon a drive-by, then they can take it, but always keep in mind
that the more you take, the more that they are willing to give you. So be
careful with that because you are cutting your effectiveness down.

For a short period, the gang unit did not report to any bureau or division. Officers
as well as department managers were unclear exactly where the unit belonged
organizationally. Most managers were very reluctant to take responsibility for the unit.
Eventually, however, the gang unit was placed in the Special Investigations Division with
the narcotics and repeat offender units. A lieutenant advocating for the unit was also a
friend of the new gang unit sergeant; he believed that gang members were often involved
with narcotics and were typically repeat offenders. As such, he thought that the gang unit
would complement the other units in Special Investigations. With this change, gang unit
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officers could again drive unmarked vehicles and wear street clothing.

During this time, the police department received about 40 rape reports involving
one street gang in Albuquerque. In almost all cases, a girl between the ages of 12 and 17
had been invited to a party, urged to get drunk and high, and then raped. Some cases
involved a single offender; others involved up to 15 offenders. Police had argued that the
cases were too difficult to take forward because victims and witnesses refused to testify,
and the girls were often considered “willing participants” (J. Jones 1999). Newspaper
stories and police presentations on the rapes fueled the public perception that

Albuquerque had a serious gang problem.

Las Vegas, Nevada

Police first identified a gang problem in Las Vegas in the late 1960s or early
1970s. The problem was concentrated on the west and east sides of the city in
neighborhoods with public housing and inexpensive apartment complexes. African
American gang members resided primarily on the west side, while Hispanics resided
primarily on the east side of the city.

Initially, the emergence of local neighborhood gangs attracted little attention.
Some of the officers with whom we spoke attributed this to the fact that, in the 1970s,
Las Vegas had experienced a rapid increase in population. New job opportunities were
resulting from the expanding casino industry, jobs that required little education and few
skills. As a result, minority adults, mostly black and Hispanic, had moved to Las Vegas
to work in the service industry, bringing with them children who were already members
of Los Angeles gangs.

Although no gang data were collected by the Las Vegas Police Department during
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this period, police officers recalled that immigrating gang members had become involved
in criminal activity, and that most violence between gangs had involved issues of turf and

respect. One police officer who had grown up on the west side of the city explained:

Okay, growing up, the gang problem as I saw it as a young man was that it
was pretty centralized. We had neighborhoods that were government-
housing neighborhoods. We had gangs that were basically turf bound. In
West Las Vegas, where | grew up, | was familiar with the Gerson Park
Kingsmen. | used them as an example in one of our most notorious
picturized turf gangs. They were comprised of mainly young African
American males, with some females, but not many. It started out with
things such as fights, turf battles over, you know, “you come into my
neighborhood, you know, you’re gonna have to fight,” evolved into the
more violent crimes. You know, the most violent crimes that gangs
participate in is drive-by shootings, walk-up shootings. And you have the
other spin-off crimes that were associated with the gang problem. In
addition to the robberies, the sometimes gang rapes, those kinds, you also
have car death. That was one of the things that | noticed when | became a
police officer.

In addition to African American gangs, you also had historical Hispanic
gangs, which refer to the 28th Street Crips. | guess the Kingsmen were
later aligned with the Crips. But 28th Street gang is a Hispanic gang which
basically developed [from] a migration of the Hispanic people from the
Los Angeles area. They were also very turf bound on the east side of Las
Vegas.

A second officer noted:

| think that there were, historically, and I’m sure you’ve learned from
Metro, that there were some gangs around, that there were a lot of, in the
‘60s and the ‘70s, somewhat different types. You know, there were biker
gangs and then the White Fence gang has been in existence here for quite
a long time. 1 mean, for years and years and years and years. Probably its
makeup has changed, but it has been here for a significantly long time.
Then, historically, | believe then we got influences from California,
whatever, and all the kind of other more organized gangs.

Response to Gangs: 1980 Through 1986
By all accounts, the gang problem began to escalate in the 1980s. The first two

documented gang homicides had been recorded in 1980 (Flanagan 1997a), then in 1983,

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 93

two other gang homicide cases captured the attention of both police and the public. The
first involved a 15-year-old African American male who shot and killed a rival gang
member in front of 200 other partygoers in the north part of the city. By Las Vegas
standards, this was an almost unimaginable crime. It had been committed in plain view of
innumerable witnesses, and yet none were willing to testify (Las Vegas Sun 1984, Jul. 3).
In the second case, an altercation in the street at a party occurred between two rival
Hispanic gang members. The victim, unarmed and attempting to flee, was stabbed
repeatedly and then was run over by a car (McCorkle and Miethe 2002, 126).

Several reports from that period suggested that the gang problem had begun to
escalate rapidly. For example, in 1984, police estimated that only 50 to 70 gang members
were in the area, with fewer than 20 characterized as hard-core (Cornett 1983). A year
later, in 1985, police recorded 15 gangs and approximately 1,000 gang members
(Shetterly 1985). Police officials also stated that during this period, an increasing number
of African American gang members were migrating to the city, and concurrently, police
were witnessing an increase in the number of gang fights for control of territory. Some
officers thought that the increasing violence had been related to gang members’ attempts
to control drug territories; others believed that the gangs had been fighting over broader

turf issues. One officer explained:

I’1l tell you what happened. | remember in the early “80s there was all
kinds of shit going on. All kinds of shooting on the west side, and we’re
like — everybody was calling it the drug wars, because a lot of it involved
the drug turf and shit like that. But looking back on it, I’ll bet you
anything that a lot of that was establishing turf. I’d say when we really
started to realize there was a problem was in the early ‘80s.

The police department created a temporary two-officer detail to address gang
problems in 1980, after the first two gang homicides had occurred. This detail was active
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only intermittently, however, its existence at any given time “depend[ing] on [the]
immediacy of problems, school sessions and even the weather” (Shetterly 1985, May 9).
In January 1985, as gang activity escalated the chief resurrected this detail permanently,
renaming it the Gang Diversion Unit. Staffed with two uniformed officers, the unit was
given a prevention-oriented mission: It was responsible for preventing youth from joining
gangs and for talking youth already in gangs into getting out. The unit was also
responsible for giving prevention-oriented presentations to school officials, social
workers, and church leaders.

News reports from the mid-1980s indicated that officers in the gang unit had
made a point of emphasizing that they did not respond to calls for service, nor did they
engage in any other enforcement activity. Instead, the officers spent time with gang
members learning about gang culture, gang signs, and other gang lifestyle issues. They
also worked with gang members who wanted legitimate employment opportunities. In the
first 4 months of the unit’s existence, the two officers boasted, they had found four gang
members jobs through police ties with local employers (1985, May 9).

The Las Vegas Police Department, however, had begun to attract criticism for the
prevention-oriented gang strategy. A Los Angeles lieutenant in charge of gang control
publicly condemned Las Vegas’s strategy for not being more aggressive. In a local paper,

the Las Vegas Sun, the L.A. lieutenant was quoted as having said:

If that’s what they’re doing [to control gangs], in my opinion, they’re
making a big mistake. Our posture is an aggressive one. We have 160
guys out there in their face continuously. We initially took the same
approach as the Las Vegas Police Department: We watched them,
monitored them, kept files and didn’t try to stamp them out. But don’t go
out there...with two guys, go out there and get heavy with them (Shetterly
1985, May 9).
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Las Vegas police officials countered that local gang members were a different
breed than those in Los Angeles. Police spokespersons explained that gang activity in Las
Vegas was primarily the consequence of boredom, trying to impress other youth, lack of
job opportunities, and the desire to belong (Shetterly 1985, May 8). They also pointed out
that the police were unaware of any gangs in Las Vegas being involved in the drug
supply market (Shetterly 1985, May 9).

Even with the creation of the Gang Diversion Unit, however, the gang problem in
Las Vegas continued to grow. For example, in the first 4 months of 1986, between 15 and
20 gang-related shootings, assaults, and attempted murders occurred, most of which
occurred between black gangs in black neighborhoods (Beall 1986). Police officials
explained that gangs at this time were ethnically homogenous. Of the 20 or 21 gangs in
the city, 12 were comprised primarily of black gang members, six were comprised
primarily of Hispanic gang members, and 2 or 3 were comprised of white gang members.
Hispanic gangs were neighborhood-oriented and limited their activity to minor burglaries
and vandalism within their turf (exhibit 3.05). White gangs, police noted, were of less
interest because technically, they were not formal gangs, and they were engaging in few
troubling activities other than satanic rituals. Black gangs were a much more serious
problem. They operated outside their own neighborhoods, and they were becoming
involved in narcotics trafficking and violent assaults. As a result, the police explained,

they were spending most of their time monitoring and focusing on black gangs.
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Exhibit 3.05 Las Vegas gangs and gang member activities

Gang Sets Location Colors Activities Membership
Blood Piru, Hoods, Nubians, Primarily Westside, | Red Drug sales, 150-200
Downtown Killers extensions into burglary,
northwestern Las occasional
Vegas armed robbery,
turf protection
Crip GQs, Playboys, Warbabies, Primarily North Las | Blue (Gerson Drug sales, 320-350
BTDs, Undercover Crips, Vegas, extensions Park burglary,
Square Boys, Brave Black into Westside Kingsmen occasional
Brothers, Gerson Park wear black) armed robbery,
Kingsmen turf protection
Hispanic  Varrio 28" Street, Lil Locos, Primarily in Non-specific, Burglary, 250-300
Vario North Town, Vario San northeast Las sometimes sometimes drug
Chucos, North Side Santos, Vegas and North black sales and turf
Los Hermanos Las Vegas protection
White Aces, Worlocks, Stoners, Non-specific Non-specific Turf protection Unknown;
Henderson Aces around Las and satanism probably
Vegas; in fewer than
Henderson, 100
primarily in the
northeastern part
of the city

Adapted from Beall 1986.

As the gang problems persisted, local African American stakeholders began to
mobilize community members. More than 300 Westside residents joined together to urge
the police to do something about gang violence in their neighborhoods. A meeting took
place about 2 weeks after a drive-by shooting had wounded six bystanders and caused the
death of a local paperboy. Residents told police that they felt like hostages in their own
neighborhoods; they wanted the police to crack down on gangs and gang behavior. In
turn, gang unit officers explained that they were using diversionary tactics to get gang
youth back into schools and churches, and they urged the citizens to call the police
whenever gang activity occurred in their neighborhoods (Joyce 1985).

A few months later, in early 1986, a citizen action group calling themselves
Citizens Interested in Today’s Youth (CITY) began meeting weekly to discuss the youth
gang problem in the metropolitan area and to brainstorm about alternative prevention

tactics. Within a month, the group was sponsoring a conference for 60 representatives
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from public agencies and private corporations. At the conference, members of CITY
talked about current gang-related problems and facilitated discussions about strategies
that might help to control gang crime. Police and juvenile court officers argued strongly
that in order to prevent youth from engaging in gang crime, jobs and recreation programs
were needed. They pointed out that most youths were joining gangs because they lacked
jobs and educational opportunities, and that to succeed, gang-reduction efforts would
need to increase the youths’ self-esteem and make them feel that they “belonged”
(Shetterly 1986).

Several other community-driven gang control intervention efforts were initiated
around this time. For example, in neighborhoods that were complaining about gang
members selling drugs, police-trained residents participated in the Crime Watch program
(Beall 1986). The Juvenile Court Services Division created a program to divert youth
from gang membership. Juvenile offenders listed as gang members were being required
to participate in a probation program meant to “rehabilitate a gang member by working
through his family, returning him to school, getting him a job and beginning to show him

that his gang association will take him only to a jail”” (1986).

Response to Gangs: 1987 Through 1990

In 1987, the gang problem shifted in nature. The kinds of activities engaged in by
local, homegrown gangs were giving way to the more serious disruptions of the
immigrating Los Angeles gangs. Local law enforcement officials were quoted in a
newspaper article as saying that “gang activity [was] mushroom[ing] as Los Angeles
street gang members...flooded into the Las Vegas Valley, bringing with them a

seemingly boundless supply of narcotics and an unscrupulous brand of *‘machismo

(Bates 1987). The officials went on to suggest that Las VVegas was virgin territory for Los
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Angeles gang members, who were seeking new places to market cocaine. Law
enforcement officers from both Las Vegas and Los Angeles pointed out that the same
rock of crack cocaine that sold for $10 in Los Angeles would sell for $20 in Las Vegas.
Los Angeles gang members were migrating in droves to Las Vegas for the purpose of
increasing the profitability of their street-level drug sales (1987). Although law
enforcement officials were unable to estimate precisely the number of Los Angeles gang
members in Las VVegas at the time, officials believed that in April 1986, about 900 known
gang members were in the city; within 18 months, that number had risen to 4,000 (1987).
Although some officers argued that gang migration in pursuit of drug profits accounted
for much of the rise, others believed that the increase indicated that a greater number of

local youth were joining gangs. One gang unit officer explained:

We were seeing an increase in the Crip and Blood sets in the area of Las
Vegas and just local gang neighborhoods were being created. We had had
exposure to Latino gangs for several years prior to that, but the violence
was not at a level that it was getting to. I’m talking late ’86, ’87. You have
to understand that it normally takes bureaucracies a little while to establish
“oh, we have a problem, so now we need to do something about it.”
[Interviewer: Where did the gangs come from?] Believe it or not, we had
influence from Southern California, but our little gangsters started their
own sets and took information from Southern California. We have had
some people come up here from Southern California and have influence;
however, our little gangsters are just as nasty as their little gangsters are.
And sometimes the local groups take great exception to the out-of-town
groups coming in and trying to take over their territories.

The police department responded to the increase in documented gang members by
increasing the number of officers assigned to the Gang Diversion Unit. The unit doubled
in size, increasing from two to four officers, who were given greater latitude with regard
to policies and procedures. For example, officers wore plain clothes to help in building

rapport with gang members. They had explicit permission to work anywhere in the
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county to gather intelligence. The Gang Diversion Unit’s focus remained on gathering
intelligence and on prevention-oriented activities (Bates 1987).

Despite these efforts to control it, the gang problem continued to escalate. Most
troubling to Las Vegas police was that inter-gang violence was often occurring in public
areas frequented by children. On one occasion, six West Coast Bloods attempted to kill
members of rival Gerson Park Kingsmen, firing a gun into a roller skating rink filled with
more 300 children and parents. No gang members were injured, but during the panic that
ensued, three non-gang teenagers were shot and another was injured from trampling. The
shooting, police later discovered, was an act of revenge for an earlier drive-by shooting
(Hyman 1988).

Another incident occurred in a parking lot across the street from a local high
school during a school-sponsored dance. Police believed that initially, a fight had broken
out between two gangs. The fight resulted in 6 to 11 shots being fired, four students being
injured (one with multiple fractures and another who was hit in the face with a baseball
bat), and five windows and several cars being damaged (Schumacher 1988, Sep. 4).

Three weeks later, another fight broke out between two gangs at a baseball field.
A group of gang members on one side of the ball field began shooting across the field at
members of a rival gang on the other side, and the rival gang returned their fire. It didn’t
seem to matter to either gang that between them, a Little League baseball game was
underway. Witnesses stated that the 7- and 8-year-old youngsters had dropped to the
ground to avoid being shot, many crying uncontrollably. Those in attendance stated that it
had been one of the most brutal things that they had ever seen. Their anger was

exacerbated by the fact that police had failed to respond to their calls for help until more
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than a half hour later. Parents held a press conference at the field to make their feelings
about the situation clear (Schumacher 1988, Sep. 30).

Gang violence continued to increase, and city officials raced to respond.
Government officials held public meetings to define the nature and scope of the city’s
gang problem and to discuss potential solutions. In October 1988, when a county
commissioner organized a meeting of 24 public officials to discuss the county’s gang
problem, more than 70 citizens crowded into the small meeting room. Both public
officials and citizens voiced concerns about gang violence running rampant throughout
the city, exemplified by the gunfight during the Little League game. By the end of the
meeting, both groups had agreed that they needed “more police, more state and local
funding to fight gangs and drugs, and more parents taking responsibility for the illegal
acts of their children (McCabe 1988).

A few weeks later, the mayor organized a series of town hall meetings, one in
each ward, to discuss public safety and community concerns about gangs (Koch 1988).
At the meeting in Ward 3, comprised primarily of African Americans and the area where
gang problems were said to be most serious, a police undersheriff told the audience that
“youth gangs have created the most serious problem we have faced in the last two to
three decades.” He also told the crowd that the gang problem was the department’s
number one priority, and he discussed several of the efforts that the department was
making to control the gangs (1988). In 1988, on two occasions the sheriff had
substantially increased the resources available to the gang unit. In March 1988, the sheriff
had expanded the unit from four to 18 officers, and officers had been assigned to both

day and night shifts. The unit’s mission had also changed at this time, from a
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concentration on prevention and intelligence to enforcement. In particular, the unit had
become responsible for directed patrols in known gang areas.

A police spokesperson stated that “the Metro gang unit will roam all of Clark
County and give gang members an ultimatum from the sheriff. It is to cease their
activities, leave town, or go to the penitentiary” (Las Vegas Sun 1988, Mar. 24). After its
first 5 weeks, the unit was considered a smashing success. The local paper reported that
more than 300 gang members had already been arrested, and the unit had confiscated
$10,000 worth of crack cocaine and 25 handguns (Las Vegas Sun 1988, May 3).

The sheriff had continued increasing the number of officers assigned to the gang
unit, and it reached a total of 36 officers by December 1988. Police officials said that the
rationale for expanding the unit was to prevent the number of gang killings from
increasing further. With the added gang unit officers came diversification in gender and
ethnicity. The unit had always been comprised of white males. Now the department was
assigning female and black officers, in response to criticisms from black community
leaders who complained that white male officers were making themselves up with black
faces to go on sting operations — tactics that were offensive and unnecessary, according to
the community, given that the department had black officers within its ranks. Females
were assigned to the unit to interact with female gang members who were selling drugs;
the department believed that female gang unit officers would help with investigations and
other suppression-oriented activities (Tobin 1988).

The concern demonstrated by political officials and the police department
matched public opinion on the issue. A telephone survey conducted by the University of

Nevada at Las Vegas examined the perceptions and attitudes of 1,214 randomly-selected
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Nevadans in late 1988. Seventy-seven percent of respondents expressed concern about
gangs, compared with 67 percent in 1986 (Pappa 1989). Eighty-nine percent of those
surveyed believed that the gang problem was worsening or might be out of control
(McCorkle and Miethe 2002, 131).

The next several years were marked by strategic realignments in gang control
strategies employed by the city and state. Criminal justice policymakers began to shift
resources from prevention and intervention-oriented strategies to suppression-oriented
strategies. The state legislature enacted a new statute aimed at curbing gang violence. A
Nevada statute addressing juvenile court waivers was revised, restricting the court’s
jurisdiction in homicide cases. The legislature also enacted a drive-by shooting law,
making it easier for police to arrest suspects, and lengthening sentences. Prison terms
were doubled for anyone convicted of using a juvenile to sell illegal drugs, making it
easier for public housing authorities to evict residents who engaged in unlawful activities,
and penalties were increased for bringing weapons to school. Possibly the most dramatic
legislative act was a statute subjecting documented gang members to stiffer penalties
upon conviction of a gang-motivated crime (2002).

As the legislature was considering various gang-related legislation, the police
department was campaigning for more resources to combat gangs. First, the sheriff asked
the state legislature for $1.2 million to hire another two sergeants and 16 officers for the
gang unit (Wingard 1989). He then requested $250,000 from the federal government to
pay officers overtime to patrol the Gerson Park Housing Project area, turf of the worst
gang in the city (Koch 1988).

Police began employing several suppression-oriented gang-reduction strategies.
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They began sweeping gang neighborhoods in an effort to take gang members off the
street. In a practice known as jamming, gang unit officers identified and stopped gang
members on the street or in cars, hoping to find drugs, weapons, or a warrant outstanding.
One well-publicized crackdown took place at the Nevada State Fair, where officers
identified 45 gang members and arrested them all as a “preventive measure.” Police noted
that “several gangs were congregating to fight each other and other fairgoers.... All were
wearing gang colors, but were apprehended before any fights or disturbances...” (Las
Vegas Sun 1989, Oct. 9). The gang unit reported that between December 1988 and
August 1990, its 36 officers had made 1,200 gang-related arrests, recovered 200
handguns, and executed 130 search warrants (Burbank 1990).

During this period, the gang unit also opened a 24-hour telephone gang hotline in
an effort to receive increasing gang intelligence. They hoped to receive anonymous tips
about “future gang activity, gang harassment in schools, identification of gang members,
and information on previous drive-by shootings” (Las Vegas Sun 1990).

With the crackdowns, however, came renewed criticism from the African
American community. Residents were concerned about the impact that gangs were
having on their neighborhoods, but they were equally concerned about the excessive
force used by officers, and at a public meeting, they asked the undersheriff what he
intended to do about it. He responded that such behavior was unacceptable, and assured
the crowd that the Internal Affairs Bureau would look into all allegations. He pointed out
that in the past year, 229 officers had been reprimanded for behaviors ranging from
discourtesy to excessive force, and that of the 229 officers reprimanded, 83 had

ultimately lost their jobs (Koch 1988).

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 104

Less than a month later, 25 African American community leaders assembled at a
church to complain that police harassment had occurred during the recent Martin Luther
King Day parade. Community leaders believed that gang unit officers had harshly treated
juveniles attending the parade, and that several non-gang members had been detained
without reason for questioning. Gang unit managers explained that officers had attended
the event to identify gang members and to prevent gang crime. Officers had observed two
under-age youths drinking alcohol; searching them, the officers had discovered that they
were carrying handguns. Concerned about a potential gang fight, they had then stopped
and searched other possible gang members. Over the course of the entire day, a sergeant
noted, the officers may well have stopped some youths who were not gang members. But
he warned, “Sometimes we don’t know if people are in gangs until we stop and talk to

them...but what if we were weren’t there and someone was shot?”” (Austin 1989).

Response to Gangs: 1991 Through 1998

By 1991, most of the public in Nevada and across the country recognized that Las
Vegas had a major gang problem. In October, the New York Times featured Las Vegas as
one of a select number of western cities with a major gang problem. In the first nine
months of the year, gang homicides and 135 shootings had marked a new high in local
violent gang crime. The commander of the gang unit at that time commented that the
gang problem was unmanageable. In 1991, the unit had documented 5,000 local gang
members, compared with only 1,500 in 1988. He voiced his concern that the gang
problem might spread to The Strip, where it would affect the tourism industry (Cohen
1991).

Gang unit data showed that the gang problem in Las Vegas had continued to

worsen throughout the 1990s. For example, between 1994 and 1996, the number of

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 105

documented gang members increased by 45 percent, and the number of gang homicides
increased from 12 to 39. Many police officials attributed the growth to government
housing developments having been torn down and residents having been relocated to
homes and apartments across the city (a move that police had advocated for years). This,
police officials argued, led to the spread of gangs into neighborhoods that had not
previously had a gang problem. It also led to the creation of new gangs, an outcome that
police had not anticipated. The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department’s (1998) gang

unit noted this trend in its 1997 annual report:

Many of the Housing Authority communities, which had cultivated local
gangs, have been closed for reconstruction spreading many of the gang
members throughout the Las Vegas valley into small geographic areas.
The result is that one gang may be seen in numerous areas throughout the
valley. This also increases the gangs’ ability to recruit from a larger group
of potential members.

A Las Vegas sergeant further explained:

It used to be, before |1 came up here, it used to be, okay, you had Gerson
Park Kingdom and they lived in Gerson Park. And you had the Piru
Bloods that lived off of 1701 J Street. And if they said a guy came by with
a red bandana and shot so and so, you’d haul ass over to Piru turf and
chances are, that car would come rolling in. But when they started redoing
all the projects and everything, they had to put these people somewhere.
What they did, they start placing them in apartments, throughout the city
or in rental homes or HUD homes. And guess what? You just planted a
cancer. Because that person is going to have influence on people around
him and he’s gonna be playing up the gang shit, and his homies are going
to come over and kick it with him. And pretty soon, you’ll be over there
drinking forties with him and smoking a joint. The next thing you know,
bingo, now you’ve got a little pocket of Piru Bloods over here and one
over here and one over here and one over here, and then it just starts
growing like a cancer through the community. Well, that’s happened over
the last 5 years. Since | have been here, we’ve seen the demise of one,
two, three, four, five, six — six project dwellings torn down and rebuilt. All
those gangsters have been displaced all over through this community.
Henderson, everywhere, North Town, all over.

By 1995, gangs had begun to expand into neighborhoods surrounding the

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not been published by the
Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Police Response to Gangs: A Multi-Site Study 106

University of Nevada at Las Vegas (UNLV) — an area that until then had had few crime
problems. Students began to be afraid to walk in their own neighborhoods, particularly at
night. In 1997, problems in the area peaked as police recorded nine violent homicides
during one 8-month period (Puit 1997).

City leaders blamed one another for not controlling the ever-increasing gang
problem. Some blamed lack of parental supervision; others argued that school busing was
the cause; still others criticized the way police were trying to handle the situation (Las
Vegas Review-Journal 1997, Oct. 9). An FBI agent and several Los Angeles police
officials pointed the finger at the continuing migration of Los Angeles gang members to
Las Vegas. The FBI estimated that after 1994, following passage of California’s three
strikes law, at least 5,000 gang members had moved from Los Angeles to Las Vegas. A
Las Vegas police crime analyst noted that casino robberies were being committed by
gang members from Los Angeles. Over one 2-year period, seven casino robberies had
taken place, and Los Angeles gang members were suspects in five of them (Cogan 1998.)

Not everyone addressing the issue in the 1990s was convinced that Las VVegas had
a substantial gang problem, however. Richard McCorkle and Terance Miethe (1998),
researchers at the University of Nevada at Las Vegas, examined legislative records,
media accounts, and official city crime data. They concluded that the police department
had been grossly exaggerating the local gang problem to fuel an effort to acquire more
resources and to repair a poor image. According to their findings, while police officials
were publicizing the growing gang problem, the department was suffering considerable
financial pressure exerted by community growth, and it was under public scrutiny

following the filing of several police misconduct charges. Accordingly, the authors
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argued, police officials had decided to link national reports of a growing gang problem to
public concerns about increasing crime rates in Las Vegas, all in an attempt to justify
requests for additional resources and to divert attention away from internal problems.

In 1995, a new sheriff was elected to office. He had run on a platform that placed
combating the gang problem among his highest priorities. Immediately after election, he
reorganized the police department’s gang unit, reconfiguring it and changing its name to
the Gang Investigations Section (GIS). The GIS included four units: intelligence,
investigations, enforcement, and a task force. The task force was staffed with GIS
officers who were assigned to work with the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA)
and the FBI to investigate high-level narcotics gangs. As part of the reorganization, GIS
officers had their titles upgraded to detective, which gave them an eight percent pay
differential and the potential for driving a take-home vehicle.

In early 1997, just a few years after the creation of the Gang Investigation
Section, Las Vegas gang control efforts encountered a major stumbling block. Two gang
unit officers committed a drive-by shooting, and the FBI conducted an investigation. As a
result, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and
other local black organizations asked the FBI to look into all drive-by shootings that had
occurred in the past 5 years. A local African American church leader said that for years,
gang members had been claiming that they were being blamed for shootings committed
by the police (Hynes 1997). The FBI concluded that the shooting had been an isolated
incident, taking place late at night after another officer’s birthday party. The two police
officers had left the party drunk, with the intent of harassing gang members and drug

dealers. Their so-called “playful harassment” had become violent when one of the
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officers opened the side door of their van and shot six times into a crowd of young people
on a street corner, killing one gang member. The officer driving the van turned himself in
24 hours after the shooting (Hynes 1997). The officer that shot and killed the youth
turned himself in 36 hours later.

Following this shooting, the African American community became even more
vocal in their criticism of the police, claiming that officers were routinely abusing
African American residents. African American community leaders were outraged when
they learned that the driver of the van would not be charged for his part in the crime,
especially since the sheriff had previously stated that typically, everyone in any vehicle
used for a drive-by shooting would be charged (Las Vegas Review-Journal 1997, Jan.
19). The anger sparked by this incident was not limited to the African American
community. Police officers had become frustrated with the overall situation, and were
angry with the public for its concern for the dead gang member. One officer

anonymously sent this message to the newspaper:

Lately you wrote an article concerning Metro and the 18" Street gang
member who was shot. | really don’t think that you have any idea of the
nature of the gang he represented, and personally | thought your comments
are not based on true justice and equality.

Before you read anymore, | am not in position to reveal my name. It is not
that I am cowardly, it is just that I am connected with this whole thing and
my supervisors would not think highly of me to expose an “implied”
conflict-of-interest regarding theories brought about by exposing my own
personal opinion.

As for the poor, stupid, innocent gang member, that has spread hatred,
vandalism, crime, and murderous-intent-through-profit-motive-legacy of
his organization, all that | can say is what goes around comes around...and
THE only good gang member is a dead gang member (Smith 1997).

The officer who shot the youth was sentenced to life in prison without parole. The officer
driving the van was never charged, although during federal grand jury proceedings,
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several department officers testified that they had overheard the driver discussing the idea
of doing a drive-by shooting at least six times (Las Vegas Journal-Review 1998).
Afterward, the gang unit kept a low profile for several months, although the gang
problem continued to be considered serious by the public as well as by criminal justice
policymakers. In a statewide survey, residents were asked about their current priorities
for legislative spending. About 80 percent of those polled favored additional funding for
combating juvenile gang crime, ranking the issue among Nevada’s top public priorities
(Chereb 1999). Somewhat later, in response to mounting public concern, the sheriff
announced that over the following 5 years, he would allocate another 60 detectives and

officers to the Las Vegas gang unit, bringing the total number to 100 (Puit 1998).

Phoenix, Arizona

Phoenix police records indicated that the gang problem in that city dated back to
the early 1900s. At that time, only a few gang members had been positively identified,
and they were rarely involved in activities requiring police attention. From the 1940s
through the 1960s, the number of gangs increased, primarily in small, exclusively
Hispanic neighborhoods. These gangs adopted a street culture represented by unique
styles of dress and graffiti. They were not responsible for a disproportionate amount of
crime; therefore, police did not focus on gang members as a crime control effort. They
believed at the time that gangs were restricted to the Hispanic community and did not

exist among other ethnic groups (McCort 1994).

Response to Gangs: 1970 Through 1983

By the mid-1970s, gang activity had increased in Phoenix. Gang unit officials

argued that the Los Angeles gang problem had found its way into the public’s awareness,
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which in turn influenced Phoenix’s barrio culture and gang activity. The police also
believed that a series of movies recently produced had glorified the gang lifestyle,
aggravating the local gang problem.

Gang unit documents from this period indicated that a number of Phoenix gangs
were emerging, taking “names that gave them their own identity such as Wedgewood
Chicanos, Westside Chicanos, Mini Park, Sherman Park, Southside and Happy Homes”
(Phoenix Police Department 1998). Although police officials claimed that the Hispanic
gangs were not accounting for a significant amount of crime, the gangs were becoming
more frequently involved in thefts, burglaries, disturbing the peace, assaults, and some
drug trafficking, primarily marijuana and heroin. Police emphasized, however, that
Hispanic gangs placed greater value on territory and neighborhood than on making
profits, and that much of their activity in the mid-1970s was still confined to Hispanic
neighborhoods located in the central and southern parts of the city (McCort 1994).

Then in the late 1970s, several Phoenix neighborhoods were redeveloped in order
to expand Sky Harbor International Airport. Hispanic gang members were among those
relocated to other areas of the city. A former gang unit commander noted that the
relocation had had a long-term impact, as the gang culture became diffused, resulting in
more gangs and gang members locating throughout Phoenix. Gangs and gang crime until
then had been concentrated within a few neighborhoods; redistribution of the gang
population caused new gangs to emerge in other parts of the city. As many relocated gang
members were forced to move into other gangs’ territories, turf disputes and violence
increased substantially. The problems were concentrated on the west side in an area

known as Maryvale, a middle-class, suburban community. The increase in gang-related
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problems attracted media attention.

In 1978, the police department created a juvenile prevention squad, funded by a
federal Law Enforcement Assistance Administration grant. The squad was placed within
the Community Relations Bureau. Eight officers were assigned to it, including one
sergeant. The squad was responsible for responding to community relations issues
involving gangs and for collecting gang intelligence (McCort 1994). Officers who were
in the unit at the time explained to us that they had attended gang parties, had gotten to
know gang members, and generally had worked with them in a friendly way in order to
collect intelligence. The officers wore plain clothes, did not wear vests, and rarely made
arrests. At the time that the squad was created, the department estimated that 34 gangs
were active in the city, of which 23 were Hispanic and nine were black (1994).

A year later, the Phoenix police chief began a public awareness campaign
highlighting the city’s gang problem. He asked Hispanic community leaders to become
involved, arguing that the problem was essentially restricted to Mexican American
neighborhoods, and that gang members were hard-core criminals whose parents were
Mexican immigrants. He stated that the police department had recorded 50 to 75 gangs
and 10 gang-related homicides in 1979. The chief’s presentations often included vivid

descriptions of his perceptions of gangs. Following are some of his comments:

Youth gangs move into a neighborhood and take over the neighborhood,
robbing homes, terrorizing other young people, declaring wars on other
gangs.

Youth gang arsenals routinely include sawed-off shotguns and pistols.
Teen-age gang members under 17 years of age have become hardened

drinkers, obtaining beer in all-night convenience stores from clerks who
refuse to check ages of buyers.

The typical gang member is 16 years old and dropped out of school as a
freshman or at the beginning of his sophomore year. The Hispanic mother
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has little help in keeping her kid in school (Arizona Republic 1980, Jun.
18; 1981, Oct. 17).

Perhaps in part because the chief was Mexican American himself and he had strong
connections with the Mexican American community, his presentations were taken
seriously by the public.

Others in the department disagreed that the gang problem was serious at that time.
A career sergeant in the gang unit insisted that Phoenix did not have gangs and gang
members until the late 1980s, and that earlier, there probably had been little reason to
create a unit that focused on gangs. He told us that gang unit officers had spent most of
their time monitoring car clubs.

Marjorie Zatz (1987), a local professor at Arizona State University, examined the
police response to gangs in Phoenix, reviewing data obtained from social workers, media
reports, and court records from 1981 through May 1983. She ultimately claimed that
when the gang unit was created, Phoenix had not been facing a serious gang problem.
Instead, she concluded, police officials had established the gang unit and constructed the
gang problem in an effort to campaign for federal dollars. She argued that the police
department, through the media, had effectively constructed a social image of gang
members as dangerous, crime-prone Chicano youth who threatened the safety of the
Anglo community. She further asserted that the police department had warned the public
that the gang problem would escalate if police did not respond. According to Zatz, data
obtained from court records and social service agents indicated that at the time, gang
members were not actually posing a significant threat to the community, and that the
police department’s claims of a serious gang problem were being grossly exaggerated for

the purpose of obtaining additional organizational resources.
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Response to Gangs: 1984 Through 1994

In 1984, Phoenix police officers began to notice black gang members migrating
from southern California. Police documents state that they were migrating from Los
Angeles for the purpose of distributing crack cocaine. Police noted that gang members
were being sent to the city to explore the demand for the drug and to assess the potential
for profitability. After it had been determined that Phoenix was ripe for the distribution of
crack cocaine, the gangs had sent part of their “nationwide syndicate” to establish control
over the Phoenix drug market (McCort 1994). As other black gangs became aware that
the city was open, they also began to migrate to Phoenix, expecting to make money from
drug dealing, property crime, prostitution, and gambling. Many of the immigrant gangs
influenced the formation of local Crip and Blood sets, even “taking the names of
confirmed gangs in the Los Angeles area such as 74 Hoovers, Corner Pocket Crips,
...Bounty Hunter Bloods, and Blood Stone Villains...” (Phoenix Police Department
1998, 8).

Police documents showed that the rise in gangs and gang members had resulted in
a street culture in which gang members were free to sell drugs on the street, establish
crack houses, and engage in high-level drug trafficking. Likewise, the police found that
levels of violence associated with the street-level drug trafficking and associated turf

disputes increased. As quoted in a local newspaper, a county attorney explained:

More [gang members] are coming (in from California) because the price
of cocaine has dropped in California and they can make more money
here.... But conflicts arise as the best sales locations, such as east Roeser
Road, are gobbled up and put off limits to rival members. When you first
come to an area there is room for everyone, (but) as territory fills up,
people start fighting. It used to be there was plenty of room to sell drugs.
Now there isn’t (Rossmiller 1989, Apr. 17).
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Police estimated that in 1987 and 1988, 30 gang homicides had taken place, most
of them tied to the drug trade (Rossmiller 1989, Mar. 7). In the summer of 1988, at least
one drive-by shooting occurred each week in Phoenix for 12 consecutive weeks. In April
1989, a pair of drive-by shootings by Crip gang members killed one teenage girl and
injured five other people. A series of news articles appeared, updating the condition of
those wounded and discussing more broadly the nature of the gang problem. As part of
the public discussion, the police estimated that approximately 3,000 Hispanic and 500
black gang members were then living in the city (Winter and Walsh 1989). Although the
Hispanic gangs had more members, police were now most concerned about black gangs,
because of their greater involvement in violence and drug trafficking (Rossmiller 1989,
Mar. 7).

During the first three months of 1989, the trend toward greater gang violence
continued with six gang homicides, fourteen drive-by shootings, and nine aggravated
assaults. At the same time, the city was experiencing a dramatic increase in non-gang-
related violence (Schultz 1989, May 13). Some police managers told us that the gang
problem in the city had gotten serious enough for the police chief in Los Angeles to warn
Phoenix’s police chief that he had better stop denying the problem and start responding.

One police manager explained:

Prior to this time, we were in great denial, we were denying a gang
problem, and that was the biggest fault that we had, is that we were
denying it.... Rumor has it that the chief was told, our chief, which was
Rueben Ortega at the time, by a California chief at the time, and | think it
was Gates, and | am not sure, says, “Hey, you got a problem, and admit
you have a problem, and get on it.” He goes, “We did the same thing you
guys are doing. We were denying we got a problem, but we [had] a
problem, and then when we finally accepted the problem, it was too big to
handle, where you guys got a chance to jump on it and curtail it, handle it,
whatever, if you jump on it now.” And | think that’s what happened. He
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did, and he says, “Hey, we have a street gang problem that’s mostly
involving black gangs involved in crack cocaine distribution,” and he
formed, officially, formed two night-time gang squads.

Over the next 18 months, there was a flurry of official activity. The Speaker of the
State House of Representatives created a committee to examine the scope and nature of
Arizona’s gang problem. A Guardian Angels chapter was established in the city and
began to patrol city streets (Flannery 1989). At about the same time, the police chief
initiated several departmental responses. First, he requested additional funding from the
city council to dedicate $48,500 a month to overtime pay in order to place another 24
officers on patrol in the South and Maryvale precincts, the areas with the most gang and
non-gang crime. Before the chief’s request was presented to the council, the mayor made
a friendly amendment, asked that funding be approved to hire 23 new officers for
assignment to those areas (Schultz 1989). Within less than a week, the city council had
approved the request (Harold 1989).

Second, the chief created a second gang squad staffed with one sergeant and five
officers, assigning both squads to the Organized Crime Bureau. The change in
organizational structure meant a change in the operational strategy of the two gang
squads, now totaling two sergeants and twelve officers. Although the squads were still
responsible for collecting gang intelligence, they were no longer to conduct community
relations activities. Instead, the squads focused on directed enforcement, including the
investigation of violent gang offenses in the South and Maryvale precincts.

Third, the Organized Crime Bureau reassigned one of the u