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SAN BENITO COUNTY: ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS TO YOUTH
CRIME ACTIVITY

SUMMARY

The 2007-08 San Benito County Civil Grand Jury began early in its term to interview
public officials to discover what they considered were the major concerns within their
jurisdictions. Crime, in particular gang-related crime, was among the top issues of most
of these public officials. Like other California communities, criminal gang activity in San
Benito County has been steadily increasing over the years. Street gangs, in general,
recruit members from the youth population within a community. Local law enforcement
officers have expressed that the influence of street gangs has been infiltrating into the
elementary grades. Concerned about increasing gang activity in San Benito County, the
Grand Jury formed a special committee to study what alternatives are available to help
prevent children and youth from joining street gangs.

PURPOSE OF INQUIRY

The Grand Jury formed a special committee to study the alternative solutions that are
available within the community to stop the rise of criminal gang activity. The
committee’s intent was to investigate the following questions:
= What is the extent of street gang activity in San Benito County?
= What are law enforcement agencies and public officials doing to stop the rise of gang
crime?
= What programs are available to prevent children and youth from joining street gangs?

* What programs are available to intervene between youth and the gangs they have
joined?

METHODOLOGY

Several members of the Grand Jury formed a special committee to study alternative
solutions to the gang-related activity within the community. This committee conducted
interviews with elected and appointed officials of the City of Hollister and San Benito
County. It also interviewed personnel of local law enforcement agencies and other public
agencies as well as members of community-based groups. In addition, jurors reviewed
various written and online materials related to issues about criminal street gangs, gang
activities, and gang-related crime. Furthermore, jurors read newspaper articles (published
between 2003-2008) from the local newspapers about gang-related problems in San
Benito County.
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DISCUSSION

Criminal Street Gangs

A criminal street gang, according to California law, is defined as three or more members
of an existing organization (formal or informal) that is engaged in the commission of
certain crimes, such as robbery, homicide, controlled substance trafficking, drive-by
shooting, burglary, carjacking, and felony vandalism. In addition, the criminal street gang
uses a common name or a sign or symbol that makes them easily identifiable.
Furthermore, members are involved in a pattern of criminal gang activity, whether as
individuals or as a group.

Local law enforcement personnel stated that criminal street gangs in San Benito County
have existed for many years. The most prevalent ones are two opposing Hispanic gangs
known as the Nortefios and the Surefios.

Street gangs, in general, recruit members from the youth population within a community.
Local law enforcement personnel expressed that the influence of street gangs has been
infiltrating into the elementary and middle grades. Local law enforcement personnel, as
well as public officials, commented that some families have two or three generations of
family members participating in street gangs.

Lack of Gang-Related Statistics

Formal statistics that cite the number of gang-related crime or the trend of gang activity
in San Benito County does not exist. Law enforcement personnel expressed that they lack
the manpower to generate such statistics. Public officials, interviewed by the Grand Jury,
stated their concerns about the rise in gang-related crime. At the same time, they said
they did not know what the statistics were for gang-related crime in our county.

Prevention, Intervention, and Suppression of Youth Gang Activity

Most, if not all, law enforcement personnel and public officials agreed that everyone in
our community needs to be involved in resolving the problem of youth crime activity.
They cited that effective anti-gang efforts begin with partnerships among parents, schools,
law enforcement, religious institutions, community organizations, businesses, and youth.
Furthermore, public officials, law enforcement authorities, community leaders, educators,
mental health practitioners, and others stated that a combination of prevention,
intervention, and suppression programs are needed to successfully stop the rise of
criminal street gang activity among our youth.

Law enforcement personnel maintained that the purpose of prevention programs is to
keep children and youth from joining street gangs. The role of intervention programs is to
persuade and encourage youth in gangs to leave them. Suppression programs are
established to stop and reduce gang crime. This is the role of law enforcement agencies.
This includes the prosecution and consequential incarceration of criminals and the
management of probation and parole systems.

Suppression: Local Law Enforcement Agencies Working Together
According to statements made by public officials to the Grand Jury, the Sheriff’s Office
and the Hollister Police Department are cooperating to handle the gang crime problem.
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In Spring 2008, an intergovernmental committee was formed to address ways to suppress
and reduce gang crime. This committee is composed of members of the two law
enforcement agencies as well as public officials from both the county and City of
Hollister governments.

Law Enforcement Staffing

Law enforcement personnel described the routine patrol beats to Grand Jury, noting
specific areas in our community where criminal gang activity is more prevalent. Because
of a lack of manpower to cover beats, local law enforcement agencies are unable to
maintain a steady presence within those areas to suppress gang activities.

Crime Prevention and Intervention Programs

Many organizations within San Benito County offer social, recreational, sports,
educational, after-school, employment, and other programs for children and youth. These
organizations may be community-based, church-based, or part of public agencies or
schools. The YMCA, 4-H, Hollister Little League, Hollister Recreation Department, Go
Kids, Inc., San Benito County Free Library, and League of United Latin American
Citizens (LULAC) are just a few such organizations that successfully serve the interests
of children and youth within our county.

In contrast, there are few crime prevention programs developed for children and youth
and their families, according to the public officials and others interviewed by the Grand
Jury. All interviewees agreed that there is a particularly strong need for crime prevention
programs at the elementary school level. All interviewees—Ilaw enforcement personnel,
youth counselors, public official, and community leaders, alike—expressed that funds are
unavailable to create and implement crime prevention and intervention programs.

The Grand Jury is aware that, among the schools in this county, only San Benito High
School has some type of crime prevention program. It has an anti-gang policy, which
outlines prevention and intervention measures. This high school also has a school
resource officer program through the San Benito County Sheriff’s Office. However, the
implementation of this program is dependent on available funds.

City of Hollister Officials mentioned plans to fund two patrol officer positions that would
be assigned to school patrols within Hollister. Financial support for these positions is
contingent on the actual collected Measure T funds (the additional 1% sales tax law
passed by Hollister voters in November 2007).

Suspended Crime Prevention Programs

In years past, the Hollister Police Department sponsored several programs to educate the
public about crime prevention as well as to recognize gang activity. The programs were
discontinued due to budget cuts. They include:
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= Neighborhood Watch: a crime prevention program that involves local residents
working together with law enforcement officers to reduce crime.

* Drug Abuse and Resistance Education Program (DARE): a youth drug prevention
program.

* Youth Academy: a 7-week program that teaches young persons the policies and
procedures of the police department

= Citizen Police Academy: a 12-week program that teaches citizens the policies and
procedures of the Hollister Police Department.

In addition, the Hollister Police Department suspended an early intervention/community
service program for at-risk youth known as the Juvenile Impact Program. The
department, along with the San Benito County Probation Department, collaborated with
Hollister middle schools and high schools to create positive changes for first-time
juvenile offenders.

According to Hollister officials, the City is planning to reinstate the Juvenile Impact
Program through Measure T funds. It is not known when this will take place.

Prevention Programs for Elementary-School Children

It was commonly noted by interviewees that elementary schools were the best place to
start educating children and introducing them to positive relationships with law
enforcement. However, the Grand Jury has not learned of any crime prevention
programs being implemented at elementary school campuses in San Benito County.
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FINDINGS

F1. No gang-related crime or gang activity statistics are available.

F2. No single person or agency is officially responsible for data collection of gang-related
crime and gang activities, resource development, and management of crime prevention
programs for all ages, from children to adults.

F3. Law enforcement officers, public officials, community leaders, and others stated that
crime prevention programs should start with elementary-school children. However, no
such programs are known to be available in local schools.

F4. Crime prevention programs, such as the Neighborhood Watch Program, the Citizen
Academy, and the Youth Academy, that are sponsored by the Hollister Police have been
discontinued due to budget cuts.

F5. Due to budget cuts, fewer law enforcement officers patrol our community.

F6. Law enforcement has noted that there are areas within our community that have higher
levels of crime and gang activity.

F7. School Resource Officers can help build a positive relationship between children and their
families and law enforcement, according to experts.

COMMENTS

Collecting Data about Local Youth Gang Activities

By collecting comprehensive data about the nature of our local gang problem, the local
law enforcement agencies could provide valuable information to help plan local
prevention, intervention, and suppression programs. Having such data would allow our
local policymakers to make informed decisions on the efficient use of limited resources,
program planning, and deciding whether or not a program is working as designed.

Data collection may be completed through interviews, surveys, police logs, and other
means. For example, a gang-problem assessment protocol has been developed by the
National Youth Gang Center, which has been tested in approximately 20 sites, ranging
from small rural areas to large urban localities. Quantitative and qualitative data are
collected to answer key questions such as:

» What, where, and when are gang crimes being committed?

* How have these changed over time?

» What are the characteristics of youth involved in gangs?

= What are the characteristics of at-risk youth?

Gang Prevention Program Director

All law enforcement agencies (including the Probation Department), mental health
agencies, at-risk youth counselors, educators, and local community leaders expressed
their commitment to cooperate in an effort to influence children and youth to prevent
them from becoming involved in criminal street gang activity. To facilitate the
development and implementation of effective prevention, intervention, and suppression
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programs, ideally, a gang prevention program director position should be created. The
position would be responsible for:
= overseeing the coordination of programs that would help prevent San Benito children
and youth from straying into street gangs and other criminal activity, such as petty theft,
drugs, alcohol, domestic violence, and driving under the influence of drugs or alcohol.
= working with law enforcement agencies, health care practitioners, social services
providers, educators, and others to create and plan programs for crime prevention,
recidivism rate reduction, at-risk children identification, and other areas.
= coordinating data collection and evaluation of gang-related crime and gang activity
statistics.
= collecting data on the calls-for-service to law enforcement agencies and identifying
where the greatest number of calls are coming from within our community.

* maintaining regular communication with all groups involved to assess needs and reduce
duplication of services.

This individual must have proper training and education in juvenile justice as well as
possess years of experience working in the area of criminal street gangs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

R1. Collect, analyze, and publicly disclose statistics about criminal street gangs, gang-related
crimes, and gang activity within San Benito County (based on Finding F1).

R2. Assess the value of hiring an expert to oversee the data collection of gang-related crime
and gang activities, resource development, and management of crime prevention programs
(based on Finding F2).

R3. Develop and implement crime prevention programs in public elementary schools (based
on Finding F3).

R4. Reinstate the following crime prevention programs, which are sponsored by the Hollister
Police Department: Neighborhood Watch, Citizen Academy, Youth Academy, D.A.R.E.,
and Juvenile Impact Program (based on Finding F4).

R5. Hire more patrol officers in the local law enforcement agencies (based on Finding F5).

R6. Identify the areas within our cities and county that have the highest levels of crime and
gang activity, and modify patrol patterns to strengthen the presence of law enforcement in
those areas (based on Finding F6).

R7. Hire school resource officers at the elementary and middle school levels (based on
Finding F7).
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RESPONSE REQUIRED

To comply with the Penal Code, including sections 933 and 933.03 (see page viii of this
document), the following affected agency (or agencies) shall respond to all relevant
findings and recommendations, especially, without limitations, to the findings and/or
recommendations specified below.
The following agencies shall respond to the listed recommendations:

= San Benito Board of Supervisors—R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7

= Hollister City Council—R1, R2, R3, R4, RS, R6, R7

= San Juan Bautista City Council—R1, R2, R3, R4, RS, R6, R7

= Alternative Education Programs, San Benito County Office of Education—R1, R2, R3,
R4, R7

= Aromas-San Juan Unified School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Bitterwater-Tully School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Cienega School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Hollister School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Jefferson School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= North County School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Panoche School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= San Benito High School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Southside School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Tres Pinos School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7

= Willow Grove School District—R1, R2, R3, R4, R7
The following agencies are requested to respond to the recommendations to the listed
recommendations:

= San Benito County Sheriff’s Office—R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7

= San Benito County Probation Department—R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7

= Hollister City Police—R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7
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